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Ocean Bombay: Space, Itinerancy and Community in an Imperial Port City, 1839-1937 
Tania Bhattacharyya 
 
“Ocean Bombay” is a social history of a colonial city of itinerants. Between 1839 and 1937 
the actions of the British Indian colonial state and itinerancy upon one another shaped both 
the borders of the newly independent nations in 1947 and the changing notions of 
community and human relationship with space in the South Asian subcontinent. This 
dissertation charts the story of that development by studying itinerant groups staking their 
belonging to communities and space in colonial, port Bombay: Sidi shipworkers, Bombay-
Aden merchants, Irani cafe owners, nomadic groups, publishers, filmmakers, and actresses. 
In doing so I intervene in the urban historiography of the city by writing about Bombay’s 
forgotten transoceanic past as a port city straddling the transformation of the subcontinent 
from colonial state to nation-state. Further, I rethink the concepts of “community” and 
border-making as used in South Asian historical and theoretical thinking by examining them 
through the lens of itinerancy and gender. “Ocean Bombay” thus locates Bombay society at 
the intersection of several oceanic geographies, through the study of an archive built from 
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On 22nd February 2019 a crowd gathered outside an outlet of the iconic “Karachi Bakery” in 
Bengaluru, Karnataka, demanding that the owners remove the signboard displaying the 
store’s name “Karachi”. This event followed a week after a self-detonated bombing in 
Kashmir killed forty security personnel of the Indian state. It was one among many such 
mob-propelled efforts across the country to expunge all “un-Indian” or “anti-national” 
elements from the nation’s body politic. The terror attack was claimed by Jaish-e 
Mohammed, a Pakistan-based militant separatist unit. It followed according to the logic of 
hyper-nationalism that anything Pakistani or even Muslim, much less the name of one of 
Pakistan’s most prominent cities, had no place in the urban space of an Indian city. The mob 
was temporarily appeased by the word “Karachi” being wrapped under cover on the 
signboard, leaving an awkward, lone “Bakery” and an Indian flag displayed in the window to 
mark the shop’s rightful belonging in the space that is marked India. If “Karachi” has no 
place in Bengaluru today, how did Khanchand Ramnani, the founder of the bakery who 
migrated to Hyderabad in India from Sindh at the time of partition, think the name 
“Karachi” could belong in Hyderabad?  
 
The spatial and cultural disjuncture between Karachi and Bengaluru that nationalism seeks to 
render natural is anything but so. For a period of time that long surpasses the lifetime of the 
nation state of India, Karachi (along with all of Sindh) was under the administrative control 
of the colonial government in the presidency of Bombay (1847-1936). That political 
arrangement of space engendered a social relationship that tied life in both port cities by the 
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flows of trade and people. On the one hand, at the level of imperial geopolitics, Bombay and 
Karachi were spatially aligned as neighbors in the same provincial unit to best serve the 
administrative convenience of empire. On the other hand, the abundant travel of migrants 
between these cities shaped the lived and built spaces in both cities. It is this historical 
proximity between Karachi and Bombay that inspired a Sindhi migrant in the city of 
Hyderabad in 1947 to name his bakery “Karachi”, despite the fact of British India’s recent 
and violent partition into independent India and Pakistan. “Karachi” was as “in place” in 
Hyderabad as was “Bombay” on storefronts in the city of Karachi. The relationship between 
human bodies, names and space- which bodies/name-bearers were “in” and “out of place” 
at different times- was thus decided both by practices of state and by long standing practices 
of itinerancy.  
 
The actions of state and itinerancy upon one another in the century between 1839 and 1937 
shaped both the borders of the newly independent nations in 1947 and the changing notions 
of human relationship with space in the South Asian subcontinent. This dissertation charts 
the story of that development by studying itinerant groups staking their belonging to 
communities and space in one colonial port city- Bombay. In doing so I not only intervene 
in the urban historiography of the city by writing about Bombay’s forgotten transoceanic 
past as a port city straddling the transformation of the subcontinent from colonial state to 
nation-state, but also rethink the concepts of “community” and border-making as used in 










          
Figure 1 
Map of India in the cover illustration of the publication Bombay:  The Gateway o f  India  (Bombay: W. H. Neilson, 
Chairman, Bombay Port Trust, Times of India Press, 1931), republished by the Mumbai Port Trust in 1997 as The 
Port  o f  Bombay.  
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Space 
 
The city of Bombay is such a spot that it is possible to travel with ease from there to all points on earth and 
places of trade. There are always a few thousand trading ships (jahāzāt-i tijarī) anchored in the seas of 
Bombay and every day nearly one hundred trading ships leave, having arrived from [different] parts of the 
world. The avenues of trade are so vast that their branches have pulled in all countries of the world (tamām 
mamālik-i ’ ālam)…Because of the strength and breadth of the trade different tribes have scattered in this 
city who in perfect freedom (kamāl āzādī) go about openly and flagrantly (bī-pardah va āshkār) with every 
religion and nationality (dīn va millat) that is believed in.1 
 
The modern city of Mumbai began as the island city of Bombay, surrounded more by the 
waters of the ocean than by land. Its reputation as the “Gateway of India” preserves the 
memory of its role as a port, but the spatial orientation of the city and its relation to the sea 
is not treated as a serious analytic in understanding the city’s social past. In historiography, 
the dominant spatial framework for locating the city has been the nation.2 This framing 
assumes a natural and predominant relation to have existed from inception between the city 
and the nation, while the one with the sea and ports across the western Indian Ocean is 
considered secondary when considered at all. Even in descriptions of the extraordinary 
diversity of populations in colonial Bombay the predominance of subcontinental migrants in 
the city’s economic life eclipses the historical role of its transoceanic connections and 
migrants.3 In studies of Bombay labor the history of mill workers and their unions have held 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Ali ibn Hussain Vaqār al-Mulk, Jām-i Jam: Tārīkh-i Hindustān (Tehran: Printing House of Mirza Hussain 
Tehrani, 1322/1904), LPIS, Tehran. 
2 Rajnarayan Chandavarkar, The Origins of Industrial Capitalism in India: Business Strategies and the Working Classes in 
Bombay: 1900-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). Mariam Dossal, Imperial Designs and Indian 
Realities: The Planning of Bombay City, 1845-1875 (Bombay; New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). Prashant 
Kidambi, The Making of an Indian Metropolis: Colonial Governance and Public Culture in Bombay, 1890-1920 (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2007).  
3 A significant exception to this pattern is Nile Green’s Bombay Islam: The Religious Economy of the West Indian 
Ocean, 1840-1915 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), which takes into detailed 
consideration Bombay’s links with its oceanic hinterland.  
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centre stage4, with next to no scholarship on the lives and politics of dockworkers and 
shipworkers.5  And yet these workers constituted a significant portion of the organized labor 
force: in 1931 the Indian Seamen’s Union had a total membership of 23,458 people, as 
compared to the largest mill workers’ union, the Bombay Girni Kamgar Union which had a 
membership of 984.6 As early as 1918 striking seafarers on board the Kaiser-i Hind secured a 
raise in pay under the leadership of Mohamed Ebrahim Serang who went on to found the 
National Union of Seamen of India in 1926.7 The first strike in Bombay in support of the 
nationalist movement was organized by the militant Bombay Dock Workers Union in 1932.8 
A simple reorientation of the historian’s gaze towards the sea and the port therefore 
produces a much neglected view of the social and economic life of this sea-facing city.   
 
However, the attention to colonial Bombay’s location in space between sea and land is 
important for a greater reason. In studying the development of Bombay’s history from a 
leading port and oceanic capital of the British empire to a leading port and industrial center 
of the Indian nation we come to understand how borders were progressively produced by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Chandavarkar, The Origins of Industrial Capitalism in India and Imperial Power and Popular Politics: Class, Resistance 
and the State in India, c. 1850-1950 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998). Neera Adarkar, One Hundred 
Years, One Hundred Voices: the Millworkers of Girangaon, an oral History (Calcutta: Seagull Books, 2004).  
5 The exceptions are Mariam Dossal’s article, “Godis, tolis and mathadis: dock workers of Bombay,” in Sam 
Davis et. al. eds., Dock Workers: International Explorations in Comparative Labour History, 1790-1970 (Aldershot, 
Burlington USA: Ashgate, 2000), 425-441, and Sandip Hazareesingh’s article, “Interconnected synchronicities: 
the production of Bombay and Glasgow as modern global ports, c. 1850-1880,” in Journal of Global History 4/1 
(2009): 7-31. 
6  Labour Gazette, Volume 10, September 1930-August 1931 (Bombay: The Labour Office Secratariat, 
Government of Bombay).   
7 Tribute to the “Father of Indian Seafarers Movement”: Shri Mohamed Ebrahim Serang, 1879-1963 (Mumbai: National 
Union of Seafarers of India, 2012).  
8 Shubhankita Ojha, “Dock Workers in Bombay: Role of the Nationalist Movement and Beyond, Economic & 
Political Weekly 50, 30 (2015).  
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first legislatively separating land from sea. The geopolitical rearrangement of space from 
empire to nation changed the patterns of flow of capital and labor in and out of Bombay 
city, shaping urban spaces, communities and politics in the city, along with reconfiguring 
notions of the “local” and the “foreign”. If the idea of the nation was to establish and 
naturalize a unitary relationship between people and land, the colonial port city with a 
constant stream of itinerants crossing its borders and inhabiting its economic and social life 
is therefore an ideal site to study how notions of relating people to space (of being “in” or 
“out” of place) changed across this century in Bombay and South Asia. Space in this study of 
colonial Bombay is therefore both a category of analysis and a historically produced object 
of study: what were the various spatial imaginaries that gave meaning to places like Bombay?   
 
In January 1839 Captain Haines of the Indian Navy occupied the Red Sea port of Aden with 
his troops from Bombay, placing its administration under the Legislative Assembly of 
Bombay Presidency. Between 1839 and 1932 administrative control of the Aden Settlement 
and Protectorate (the protectorate was first formalized in 1873) remained in the hands of the 
Bombay Legislature, after which it was transferred to the British colonial government in 
Delhi for six years. It was only in 1937 that the administrative connection between Aden and 
India was fully severed when Aden became a Crown Colony under London’s direct control. 
This political connection between Bombay and Aden of close to a century had economic 
and social repercussions of consequence: merchants from Bombay followed the flag, and the 
older Surat/Bombay-Mocha trade route that had carried the bulk of the Red Sea trade was 
rerouted to Bombay and Aden. What had been meant to be a secure coaling station for 
British steamships between England and India and a strategic communications point, 
became over the century a significant trading outpost of interest to merchants and 
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nationalists in Bombay.  In 1921 when the British government in Whitehall first proposed 
that the administration of Aden be transferred to London, the fiercest protest came from 
Bombay merchants in Aden on the grounds of their “historical connection” and “political 
sentiment” regarding Aden. Aden’s civil and political administration should be left under the 
control of Bombay, they argued, because of Aden’s “strategic and political importance to 
India for her own defence, when she shall attain her full Dominion Status within the Indo-
British Commonwealth.”9 
 
In the period between 1839 and 1937 Bombay occupied the place of an imperial capital in 
the western Indian Ocean. Being the leading port on the western coast of the Indian 
subcontinent, carrying trade from the entire Indian Ocean- east and west- in itself meant that 
the city hosted an immense diversity of itinerant populations. Further to that, Bombay’s 
administrative role in the British sphere of influence in the western Indian Ocean gave it the 
status of a much desired destination not only for traders and merchants but people of all 
classes- formerly enslaved Africans, dock workers, ship workers and lascars, saints, pilgrims, 
publishers, small shop owners, writers, filmmakers, actors and political thinkers in exile. 
Besides Karachi and Aden, which were formally considered a part of the Bombay 
Presidency, the British Agency in Zanzibar (1840-1873) and the British Residency for the 
Persian Gulf at Bushire (1822-1873) were also under Bombay’s control for a number of 
years. From East Africa through the southern Arabian coast to the Persian Gulf, each 
political route in the western Indian Ocean created specific patterns of itinerancy between 
Bombay and these ports in different periods within this century. How these migrants in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Resolutions of the Western India National Liberal Association and the Reforms Conference, in The Aden 
Problem, No. II, 1931, p. 64-65. IOR/R/20/E/312: Aug 1931-Nov 1931, BL, London.  
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Bombay of diverse classes, origins, languages and religions, and those from Bombay who 
built their lives in other ports like Aden situated their selves and defined spaces and 
communities as their own is the subject of this study.  
 
Bombay between 1839 and 1937 underwent a shift in character from being a primarily port-
based economy to a mill-based one.10 It rose to prominence in the nineteenth century as a 
booming centre for the export trade in cotton and opium, but as a dependent colonial port 
ultimately serving the accumulation of capital in the metropole, London. Spatially speaking 
its orientation went from being an ocean-facing, Indian Ocean imperial capital to a nation-
facing industrial centre. From being an entrepot linking the rural hinterland to its east with a 
capitalist world economy to the west, along with being an administrative capital for imperial 
interests in the Indian Ocean, Bombay metamorphosed into a booming Indian centre for the 
textile industry11 and small manufacturing12 by the late nineteenth century, becoming a site 
for nationalist mobilization and action in the twentieth13. This change in the economic and 
spatial orientation of the expanding city was reflected in the changing character of the city’s 
migrant population. From docks and ships heavily staffed by a coastal and transoceanic 
itinerant population in the early and middle nineteenth century, Bombay transformed into a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 As the number of Indians amongst the largest exporters went down (from seven among twelve in 1861 to 
one in 1875), the number of mills went up (from ten in 1865 to over hundred in 1900). Sandip Hazarisingh, The 
Colonial City and the Challenge of Modernity: Urban Hegemonies and Civic Contestations in Bombay City, 1900-1925 
(Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2007).  
11 Chandavarkar, The Origins of Industrial Capitalism in India, 76-77. 
12 Ibid., 461-505.  




city of mills worked by migrants from its rural hinterland14, later supplemented by migrants 
from north India commencing in the 1880s and continuing into the next century.15  
 
Further, the economic and social reorientation from port and dock to mill was accompanied 
by a change in the city’s spatial configuration. Until the 1880s most of the working class of 
the city lived fairly evenly dispersed across the old native town16, which was closer to the 
harbor and docks, just north of Fort where Europeans and the wealthiest Indians had their 
homes and businesses. As a result, communities of different classes and starkly different 
living standards lived in relative proximity to one another. In the 1880s, with the 
construction of large numbers of mills in the neighborhoods of Parel, Mazagon, Tarwadi, 
Sewri and Kamathipura and the rising tyranny of rents in the south, working class 
habitations started moving north. Further, after the panic about overcrowded housing and 
“sanitary disorder” caused by the plague of the 1890s the government formed the Bombay 
Improvement Trust (BIT) in 1898 to address housing for poor people, sanitation and 
transportation.17 In the vicinity of the mills the BIT as well as private landlords built chawls or 
working-class tenements to accommodate the rapid inflow of migrant laborers, which led to 
the emergence of a distinct working class neighborhood in Girangaon (“mill village”) by the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Royal Commission on Indian Labour: Memorandum from the Government of Bombay (Bombay, 1929), p. 
3, quoted in Prashant Kidambi, “‘The ultimate masters of the city’: police, public order and the poor in colonial 
Bombay, c. 1893-1914,” Crime, Histoire & Sociétés 8, No. 1 (2004): 28.  
15 S.B. Upadhyay, “Cotton Mill Workers in Bombay, 1875 to 1918: Conditions of Work and Life,” Economic 
and Political Weekly XXV, 30 (1990): 87; P. Chaudhury, “Labour migration from the United Provinces, 1881-
1911,” Studies in History VIII (1992): 12-41. 
16 Chandavarkar, Origins of Industrial Capitalism, 168-169. 
17 Kidambi, The Making of an Indian Metropolis, 71-113.  
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twentieth century.18 The pattern of working class habitation and socialization in the city 
changed therefore across this century (1839-1937) with consequences for class and 
community formation, mass mobilisation and social action, be it in riots or organized anti-
colonial protests. To understand the changing ways in which the itinerant related to urban 
space, community and nation across this period we must therefore understand Bombay’s 
gradual absorption and changing position in the imperial, capitalist world economy- from 





Do we not see every year how when trade is active in the busy season people from the south and north, 
especially the Pathans, the Afghans and others, throng to our markets. Then look at the number of Arab 
and Somali and other Mahomedan mariners, crews of buglows from Muscat, Makalla, Aden, Basra and 
Zanzibar who are to be seen in large numbers at our docks and more distant bunders.19   
 
 
Trade, pilgrimage and migration across the Indian Ocean as well as across the length of the 
subcontinent long predated colonialism. The nineteenth century brought two sets of 
innovations that greatly changed these patterns and norms of itinerancy. One was a set of 
technological revolutions that transformed the human experience of space by changing the 
speed and means of movement of humans, goods and ideas- steam travel, printing, and film 
technology. The other was a set of legislations by the British colonial government in India 
that sought to isolate itinerancy as a peculiarly subcontinental and criminal way of life.   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 By 1925, 90 per cent of the millworkers lived within fifteen minutes’ walking distance of their place of work. 
Chandavarkar, Imperial Power and Popular Politics, 103.  
19 Dinshaw Edulji Wachaw, Shells From the Sands of Bombay: Being my Recollections and Reminiscences, 1860-1875 
(Bombay: Indian Newspaper Co., 1920), 411. 
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Figure 2 
Cover illustration of a P & O commemorative booklet, Adenwalla family papers, Mumbai, 2016. 
 
The invention of steamships radically altered the volume of travel across the Indian Ocean 
towards Bombay since the 1840s. The age of steam dates to the early nineteenth century but 
the first half of the nineteenth century was characterized by intense competition between 
shipbuilders, states, companies, captains, ports and routes. It was in 1840 with the 
incorporation of the Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company by the grant of a 
Royal Charter in England that the establishment of a regular service between England and 
India within two years was stipulated. In 1842 the S.S. Hindostan sailed from Southampton 
for Calcutta, inaugurating the first Indian mail service across the Indian Ocean. Regular 
monthly communication between Bombay and England through the overland route via Suez 
and Alexandria had been established in 1838, and by 1843 Bombay had been brought within 
	   12	  
thirty days of London. After the 1880s with the adaptation of the screw propeller, iron 
plating and the compound engine, oceanic travel became far more affordable and accessible 
to a wider class of itinerants- pilgrims, tourists, merchants, publishers and those simply 
seeking jobs.20 By 1937 the P & O Company was celebrating its latest passenger steamers 
which covered the distance between Bombay and London in fifteen days, a service which 
some of the subjects of this dissertation used frequently.  
 
The expansion of steam travel not only increased the volume of long distance transoceanic 
migrants to Bombay, it also created a whole new industry of trade, shipping and labor. 
Merchants like the Adenwallas of Bombay became leading shipping agents carrying the Red 
Sea trade; poor Yemeni Arabs, enslaved Africans seized from Arab slaving boats by British 
ships of war at sea and sent on to Bombay, and Pathans from the north west were employed 
as coal stokers and firemen in the holds of these steamships; and the Bombay government 
routinely used steamships to deport those it identified as “undesirable aliens” out of British 
India. The steamship changed the nature of itinerancy and industry in nineteenth century 
Bombay.  
 
Along with steam travel, the century between 1850 and 1930 was also notable for the 
explosion of new printing technologies across the Indian Ocean. Specifically, Bombay in 
these years became one of the leading publication and export centers for Persian printing, 
particularly lithographs. The first Persian language bookshop and printing house in Bombay 
was founded in 1868 by Mohammad Rafi Shirazi, who came to be known as Malek-al-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 James Gelvin and Nile Green, ‘Introduction’ in Gelvin and Green eds., Global Muslims: In the Age of Steam and 
Print (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014), 6.  
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Kottab (king of scribes).21 Not only did many from Iran travel to Bombay looking to have 
their books published but also to make their professions living in Bombay as publishers. 
And finally, the decade of the 1930s saw Bombay at the head of another crucial 
technological advance- in sound recording and cinema. The arrival of sound recording and 
film (“talkie”) technologies in Bombay made it a highly attractive destination for filmmakers 
and musicians across the Indian Ocean. Siti binti Saad, a manumitted woman who became 
famous as a taraab performer in Zanzibar travelled to Bombay, for example, in 1928 to make 
the first ever music records in Kiswahili, at the His Master’s Voice Gramophone Company 
studio in Bombay.  
 
The first Iranian sound film, Dukhtar-i Lor (The Lor Girl), was made in Bombay in 1932 
under the Imperial Film Company, the same company that produced the first Indian talkie, 
Alam Ara, in 1931. From directors like Abdulhussein Sepanta (who directed and acted in 
Dukhtar-i Lor, and a few more Persian movies after that) to actors like Ruhangiz Saminezhad 
(who starred as the Lor girl opposite Sepanta) and authors like Sadegh Hedayat (the father of 
the Persian modernist novel and author of Buf-i Kur, who was first invited to Bombay to 
review the Persian script for a film), Bombay attracted many from Iran to its shores because 
of its resources and reputation as a site of cultural production. Through many of these 
cultural productions (films, novels, newspapers), Bombay became the vantage point for 
itinerant elites imagining Iran: directors, authors and political exiles alike sought to produce 
and circulate ideas that gave coherence to the shape of a modern Iran as well as an ancient 
Iranian past. In combination with Bombay’s position as an imperial center in the western 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Momin Mohiuddin and Ismail K. Poonawala, ‘Bombay: Persian Muslim Communities,’ Encyclopaedia Iranica. 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/bombay-persian-communities-of#pt2 (last accessed on 5 November 
2018).  
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Indian Ocean, the technological advances in oceanic travel, printing and filmmaking 
therefore produced large and very specific patterns of itinerancy in different periods between 
1839 and 1937, linking Bombay socially and economically to other ports.   
 
Confronted by the vastly expanded flow of migrants at its port, as the nineteenth century 
progressed, the British colonial government in Bombay sought increasingly to legislate 
arrivals, departures and the status of moving people as “subjects” or “foreigners”. To create 
this distinction, first that between India and “places outside India” had to be produced, 
which was progressively enforced by delineating the border between land and sea. It was the 
sea that became the first frontier of rigid border-making in the subcontinent over the course 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, and migrants who arrived in Bombay by 
sea became the moving bodies over whom this border was established. Passport regulations 
that applied to migrants arriving at Bombay by sea in 1923 did not apply to those entering 
British India across the land frontier in the north. Moreover, “foreigners” could not be 
expelled from the territories of British India until they had been convicted of a crime. If 
certain kinds of nomadic lifestyles themselves could then be declared criminal, limiting the 
movements of “undesirable aliens” in the city became more feasible. The Criminal Tribes 
Act was passed in 1871, as the culmination of a longer nineteenth century governmental 
tradition of denoting entire groups as criminal by virtue of their itinerant lifestyles. Together 
with that act a slew of other legislation between 1864 and 1914 sought to classify migrants in 
Bombay under firm, new categories of political belonging- “subject” and “foreigner”, 




The colonial attitude towards itinerancy in the course of this century was therefore 
paradoxical. On the one hand it sought to detach laborers from fixed abodes and incentivize 
migration within and from India in order to facilitate the movement of labor power where 
empire most needed it. The nineteenth century was both the time of the British campaign 
for abolition of slavery in the Indian Ocean and the inauguration of the system of 
indentured labor and coolie travel across the waters. On the other hand, a growing colonial 
anxiety about urban crime and order, the porousness of borders, and itinerant lifestyles that 
hindered the state’s extraction of revenue led to this stack of legislation that sought to define 
property ownership as the distinguishing feature of an individual’s rightful belonging to a 
place. Migrants and itinerants in Bombay city, faced with new governmental categories that 
located and fixed human belonging in unitary space, responded by appealing to these 
identities (particularly for recognition as “subjects” of one state or the other) when it served 
to protect their interests while continuing to build lives in the city as part of communities 
that eluded neat governmental classification.  
 
The period between 1839 and 1937 was therefore one that first saw vastly expanded levels of 
travel across the Indian Ocean and into Bombay, and then increased colonial efforts to 
direct and control the movement of capital, goods and humans. In seeking to do so through 
legislations on the status of itinerant figures as desirable or undesirable “in” Bombay city and 
British India, the government gave increasing shape to the border between land and sea. 
This border in turn was called into question by the continuing, though increasingly 
monitored movements of itinerants. Many of these itinerants such as the Aden merchants 
went on to fashion themselves as nationalists in the twentieth century, invested in a vision of 
the nation that was rooted in the capitalist colonial imaginary but defiant of empire’s 
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geopolitical interests. The geopolitical imaginary of the nation, though in eventual 
antagonism with the imperatives of colonialism, was thus produced out of the spatial 
imaginaries shaped by capital and empire. This process of shaping ideas about the city and 
the nation, the “local” and the “foreign” was not unilaterally determined by colonial 
legislation however, but in continuous interaction between laws and the lived, spatial 





A local proverb talks about a land with “fifty-six languages and eighteen castes with different head-dresses 
(pagad jaat)”. However in Mumbai, one is unable to fathom the number of languages which are in current 
usage nor the number of castes (jati) which reside here. The Marathi language alone has between thirty to 
forty variations; one can only imagine the variations among the other languages in use. Then let us try and 
examine the number of castes in Mumbai. Among the Hindus there are over a hundred variations (bhed)– 
Marwadi, Multani, Bhatia, Vani, Joshi, Brahmin (once again, approximately 25 to 30 kinds of Brahmins 
can be encountered in this city), Kasar, Sutar, Jingar, Lohar, Bhandari, Bhopi, Sonar, Shenvi (there are 
eight or ten kinds), Patane Prabhu, Kayastha Prabhu, Dhuru Prabhu, Ugra Prabhu, Shimpi, Khatri, 
Kantari, Jhare, Paanchkalashe, Shetye, Lavane, Kumbhar, Lingayat, Gawli, Ghati, Mang, Mahar, 
Chambar, Hajam, Teli, Mali, Koli, Dhobi, Kamathi, Telangi, Kannadi, Kongadi, Ghadshi, Purbhaiya, 
Bangali, Punjabi, et cetera. There is no end to the differences and variations within (antarbhed) these castes. 
Moving on to the other castes – Parsi, Mussalman, Moghul, Yahudi, Israeli, Bohra, Khoja, Memon, Arab, 
Kandhari; these are the castes identified by the eighteen different head-dresses (pagad jaat). Apart from this 
one sees all around the hatted ones (topiwale)- the English, Portuguese, French, Greek, Dutch, Turkish, 
German, Armenian, Chinese and so on. Not only is one entertained by the variety of strange costumes worn 
by these tribes, but the sight of them inspires yet other thoughts in the mind.22 
 
The diversity produced by the exceptional itinerancy and migration into Bombay was not 
simply a surface feature of society, doing no more than adding variety within a fixed pre-
existing space of the “social” defined independently of its contents. Bombay society itself 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22  Govind Narayan Madgavkar, Mumbaiche Varnan (Aurangabad: Saket Publication, 2011). My amended 
translation from Murali Ranganathan edited and translated, Govind Narayan’s Mumbai: An Urban Biography from 
1863 (London; New York; Delhi: Anthem Press, 2009), 51-52. 
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and the social relations tying individuals to communities, communities to neighborhoods, 
neighborhoods to the wider city and the city to a nation were shaped by the fact of this 
immense diversity. Neither urban space nor urban society were passive loci for the 
containment of these diverse social groups.23 In a city of constant arrivals and departures 
communities themselves were shaped by the interaction between the city’s residents of 
multiple origins, languages, religions, castes, attires, rituals and customs, and in doing so they 
gave shape to both space and society in Bombay. The construction of communities in 
Bombay as orders of social belonging was embedded in a mutually constitutive process with 
the production of space, both at the level of the inhabited spaces of the city and of the 
imagined space of the nation.  
 
Since Benedict Anderson the idea of the nation as an imagined community24 has become 
commonplace in scholarship. While the nation state gives modern citizens a framework that 
maps political, economic and cultural spaces of belonging onto the same geographical 
territory, these spaces have not historically been coterminous.25 A long nineteenth and early 
twentieth century of colonial manipulation of itinerant movements into and within the 
subcontinent, the geopolitical contestation over and rearrangement of space after the First 
World War, and the nationalist movement of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
culminated in the production of the nation-spaces of India and Pakistan in 1947. Even 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 11.  
24 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 
1983).  
25 See Sudipta Kaviraj, ‘The Imaginary Institution of India,” in The Imaginary Institution of India: Politics and Ideas 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2010). Also, Manu Goswami in Producing India: From Colonial Economy to 
National Space (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), writing about the nineteenth century nationalist 
project of producing India as a bounded national space and economy.  
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before the nationalist movement demanded political sovereignty for the nation the 
nationalist middle classes had begun to fashion an inner “spiritual” domain of sovereignty 
that was supposed to represent a national culture.26 The unity between the borders of the 
imagined forms of the nation state, the national economy and the national culture had to be 
produced by stringent and violent policing of dissonant aspirations and movements in the 
century between 1839 and 1937. As a sea-facing port city that transitioned to a production-
based mill city in this period, Bombay’s society bore the imprint of these border-definitions. 
To study how itinerant people in Bombay formed collective social affiliations, inhabited 
space and produced Bombay as a place is therefore also to study the gradual reification of 
borders and the production of the nation as the greater imagined community.  
 
This dissertation approaches the formation of communities in Bombay by following three 
specific routes of itinerancy. The first two chapters follow the route between Zanzibar and 
Bombay between the 1840s and 1900, and study the making of a working class Sidi 
community (jamat) in nineteenth century Bombay. In 1841 a British Agency was established 
in Zanzibar under the control of Bombay and in 1843 the first slave trade prohibition treaty 
was signed between the Sultan of Zanzibar and Britain. The first chapter studies the period 
between 1841 and 1890, when British affairs in Zanzibar were under the control of Bombay 
(1841-1873) and the abolition of the slave trade was the British empire’s leading prerogative 
in the western Indian Ocean. As a main staff of this campaign, enslaved Africans on 
captured Arab slaving boats were “liberated” by British cruisers and sent on to Bombay for 
rehabilitation, well into the 1890s. Once in Bombay most of these supposedly “liberated” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26  Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993).  
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Africans found themselves back in the bellies of ships, this time employed as firemen and 
coal stokers on steamships. The colonial discourse around liberation and labor which 
defined the place of the African in the western Indian Ocean in this period also prefigured 
the working class futures of these forcefully displaced Africans who found themselves in 
nineteenth century Bombay. The first chapter investigates this discourse and the conditions 
of practice of “liberated” African labor at sea, which played an important part in their 
formation as a Muslim, working class Sidi jamat on land.  
 
In 1873 control of the British Agency in Zanzibar was transferred from Bombay to London 
and in 1890 the Agency became a British protectorate. In this period the number of 
“liberated” slaves arriving in Bombay gradually diminished, and the community of Sidis in 
the city increasingly became an object of police attention. Most noticeably, following Sidi 
participation in the riots of 1874- which came to be called the Mahomedan-Parsi riots in 
colonial terminology- their characterization amongst the police and the city’s elites as part of 
the fanatical, Muslim “rabble” of the city became palpable. Counted even in the census as a 
part of the broader category of “other Musalmans”, Sidis came to be defined simply in terms 
of their religious identity, as undistinguishable members of the city’s masses manipulated by 
their more educated, upper class co-religionists. Instead of accepting this characterization of 
Sidis as uncritical members of a homogenous Muslim community in the city, the second 
chapter studies the formation of the Sidi jamat and neighborhood in this period. The jamat 
was the very specific expression of the intersection between class and religion that produced 
a caste-like community structure around which Sidis organized jobs, housing, worship and 
socialization when not at sea. To understand their rioting and attack on Parsi-owned 
properties and fire temples in 1874 we need to understand not only the role that Islam 
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played in the affirmative construction of a Sidi self, but also the place of this working-class 
jamat within broader Bombay society and the politics of contestation over urban space in late 
nineteenth century Bombay.  
 
By the turn of the twentieth century both the volume of migration into Bombay and police 
anxiety about migrants and itinerants in the city had increased. The third chapter examines 
the interaction between police monitoring, legislation and transoceanic migration between 
the 1880s and 1920s by focusing on migrants from the Persian Gulf to Bombay. Following 
the advances in steam travel in 1880, the explosion of Persian printing in Bombay, and 
finally the constitutional revolution in 1905, migrants from various classes- from peasants, 
bakers and derwishes to traders and publishers, actors and political exiles- sailed for Bombay 
from Persian Gulf ports like Bushehr and Bandar Abbas, some staying for a few years and 
many for their entire lives. On the one hand the tools of colonial governmentality sought to 
classify them as “desirable subjects” or “undesirable aliens” based on a criteria of property 
ownership. On the other, a centuries old tradition of hospitality based not on ownership but 
on a Persianate ethics of comportment (adab) continued to provide shelters and spaces “like 
home” for migrants from Iran, funded by the wealth and generosity of Irani merchants. 
Between these contradictory organizing principles there emerged a community of 
Mughals/Iranis in and around Bhendy Bazar in this period, neither fully “foreign” nor 
exclusively “local”, but both locally familiar and itinerant in origin.  
 
The First World War threw the British imperial position in the Middle East bordering the 
Indian Ocean and India’s dominant role in administering empire’s interests in this zone into 
sharp relief. Aden in particular acquired strategic importance after the British declaration of 
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war on the Ottoman Empire in 1914 made this important British ship refueling station a 
target of Ottoman attacks. The fight for the Arab hinterland between these two empires was 
fought over Aden, and the role of Indian troops both in Aden and Mesopotamia was crucial. 
This made Aden, however, a point of strategic contestation between Britain and liberal 
nationalists in India. The increasing momentum of the nationalist movement in India and 
the partial devolution of power at the provincial level with the Government of India Act in 
1919 made the need to separate India from its imperial interests in the Middle East patently 
clear to Britain. In 1921 Churchill’s British government proposed transferring the 
administrative control of Aden from Bombay to London, which could not be effected until 
1937. The stiff opposition to this proposal put up by a group of Bombay merchants with 
lives and investments in Aden was articulated in the language of sentimental, financial and 
political attachments between Aden, Bombay and India.  
 
The final chapter studies the emergence of this logic of belonging that connected human 
beings to geographical space by furthering the logic of capital first introduced by empire: a 
place belonged to a people if they had invested in its development. Aden by extension of this 
argument belonged not only to Bombay but also to the future democratic nation of India 
because the national economy would protect the investments of its citizens just as its 
legislature would represent them politically. A professional community of merchants and 
patriots thus emerged between 1921 and 1937 from amongst merchants of various religious 
groups- Parsi, Baniya, Bohra, Khoja- over the desire to protect their investments. 
Simultaneously, indigenous merchants who led the fight for Aden like the Adenwallas of 
Bombay, also used their ability to accumulate capital to invest in the development of 
institutions and built spaces in Bombay and in Iran, the imagined motherland for Parsis. This 
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chapter thus elaborates upon the twentieth century philanthropic self-fashioning of 
merchants like the Adenwallas who sought to define their community and belonging- past 
(Persia), present (Bombay) and future (Aden)- in spaces claimed in different ways by virtue 
of the power of capital.  
 
The epilogue draws the dissertation to a close by lingering on the decade of the 1930s and 
questioning the very idea of community through the perspective of itinerant women in 
Bombay. The technological advances of the era in cinema and sound recording brought 
many women to the fore in Bombay public life through careers in music and cinema. Among 
the wide variety of societal reactions to the phenomenon presented by the cinema screen 
there was the burning question of the increased visibility of women, on screen, in audiences 
and in magazines. As various religious communities clamored in response to this bold new 
visibility to outline the appropriately “respectable” spaces where “their” women rightfully 
belonged, the duplicities of the relationship between “belonging” and “community” became 
apparent. Women didn’t belong in the community but to it instead, and the community 
claimed the right to decide which spaces women may or may not inhabit and be visible in.27 
The experience of itinerancy in particular threw this gendered disparity of being “in” or “out 
of place” into relief. While male artists from Iran like Sadegh Hedayat, Shin Partow and 
Abdolhosein Sepanta used Bombay’s resources to produce their visions of an imagined 
Iranian past and future, women like Ruhangiz Saminezhad who became the first Muslim 
Iranian woman to unveil on screen in 1932, spoke of her harassment and isolation from 
social worlds both in Bombay and in her home city of Kerman, in Iran. Contrasting these 
unequal experiences of itinerancy along the lines of gender I conclude by emphasizing that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Mrinalini Sinha, Specters of Mother India, 8-9.  
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“community” was not simply a category of ordering likeness but of creating and enforcing it. 
Women were to the definition of the borders of the community therefore, as itinerants were 
to the definition of the nation and coal-stoking Sidis to the definition of class and 
“respectability”: to keep them “in place” was the means to secure the coherence of the 




Rajnarayan Chandavarkar’s seminal work on the twentieth century Bombay working class of 
the textile mills and the informal sector located class formation between three related spaces- 
the rural hinterland where the vast majority of the migrant labor force originated, the urban 
neighborhood where the networks of the hinterland were developed into networks of 
sociability and livelihood in the city, and the workplace.28  My work emulates and theorises 
that juxtaposition of geographical spaces, while expanding the concept of “hinterland” into a 
broader spatial category to include the ocean that served colonial port Bombay.  
 
Confronting Mumbai’s past as a port city with an oceanic hinterland means, among other 
things, taking account of a vastly diversified social population whose ideas about space, 
movement and belonging were equally diverse, and further evolved across the century under 
examination in this dissertation. The only other work on Bombay that takes into account this 
ocean-facing past, Nile Green’s Bombay Islam, reveals in rich detail the enormous diversity 
that mobility across the ocean contributed to Bombay’s social fabric. Green’s theoretical 
construct of the “religious economy” however, suggests that this religious diversity was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Chandavarkar, The Origins of Industrial Capitalism in India.   
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ordered in the same vein as a multitude of options in a market. Bombay in his work appears 
as a city that simply offered something to satisfy everyone, from dockworkers to Sufi saints 
to Iranian merchants. My study, Ocean Bombay, suggests something more complex. 
Transoceanic migrants built a variety of communities to locate their itinerant selves at the 
intersection of class, religion, race, caste and itineraries of travel. The resultant communities, 
jamats and taifahs were networks of dense social relations, not easily equated to the 
disenchanted relations between customers and firms offering services in a market.    
 
The study of social diversity in port cities has occupied historians as much as colonial 
administrators and travelers. While Bombay’s colonial government was interested in the 
community question and predominantly religion as a question of governance, classifying the 
population into categories that were enumerable and governable, travellers and 
contemporaries in colonial Bombay frequently remarked on the “diverse” and 
“cosmopolitan” character of the city. Historians of the Indian Ocean and its littoral have 
often reproduced both religion (specifically Islam) and cosmopolitanism as categories for 
analyzing the structure of port societies. 29  While the use of “cosmopolitanism” often 
romanticizes diversity and tolerance, neglecting the hierarchical construction of social 
difference, the popularity of Islam as a rubric for studying Indian Ocean societies produces 
an image of Islamic cultural coherence at the cost of non-Muslim itinerants and 
communities. In Scott Reese’s study of Aden30 for instance, the emphasis on the role of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Scott Reese, Imperial Muslims: Islam, Community and Authority in the Indian Ocean, 1839-1937 (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2018). Green, Bombay Islam. Abdul Sheriff, Dhow Cultures of the Indian Ocean: 
Cosmopolitanism, Commerce and Islam  (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010). John C. Hawley, India in 
Africa, Africa in India: Indian Ocean Cosmopolitanisms  (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008). Kai Kresse 
and Edward Simpson eds., Struggling With History: Islam and Cosmopolitanism in the Western Indian Ocean (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2008). 
 
30 Reese, Imperial Muslims.  
	  
 25	  
Islam as a way of building community among diverse itinerants under imperial rule leaves no 
room to consider the place of Parsi and Bania traders from Bombay and the formation of 
the mercantile community at large. Ocean Bombay thus refuses both cosmopolitanism and 
religion as the predominant categories of analysis, privileging space and following the 
itinerants’ routes of travel to understand the formation of communities as a way of relating 
to place and other human beings.   
 
The logic of community formation in Bombay was variously affected by the city’s 
incorporation into the world capitalist market, depending upon the position of different 
itinerants in this economic world. The experience of enslaved Africans “liberated” at sea and 
sent on to live in Bombay by working as coal stokers on steamships led to the cohering of 
disenfranchised, working class Sidis around a very particular working-class practice of Islam. 
Their notion of the jamat and claim to public, urban spaces that would guarantee a dignified 
life was very different from the claim to space staked by merchants like Adenwalla who ran 
their own ships to carry the trade of the Red Sea and traveled on P&O steamers as 
passengers. The Adenwallas’ claims over urban, political or social space in Aden, Bombay or 
cities in Iran, in turn were each differently enabled by capital, ranging from entrepreneurial 
to patriotic to philanthropic. Recent migrants from Iran claimed recognition and protection 
as subjects of one state or the other- Qajar or British Indian- depending upon their 
convenience and access to property, while those with no property, secure jobs, addresses or 
access to means of petitioning the colonial state were often deported as “undesirables”.  
 
And yet social spaces of habitation and categories of identification endured that the neatness 
of colonial, capitalist classifications could not fully subsume. “Mughal”, for example, defied 
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the simple local-foreign binary of the colonial state, as it continued to connote both the 
familiar and the distant. “Irani” could be used to signify all recent migrants from Iran, 
whether Zoroastrian and thus formally part of the Parsi community, or Shia and thus 
Mughal. “Jamat” communicated a notion of community that was not simply affiliation with a 
singular, universal religion or a homogenous class, or a race or caste that its members 
belonged to by birth. A “jamat”, as in the case of the Sidis, was a specific articulation of a 
relationship between class, race, and religion in such a way that most approximated caste. 
Ocean Bombay is an investigation of these multiple ways of being itinerant social subjects and 
collectives and their evolution under the homogenizing sway of colonial capital.   
 
Such a study of diversity and itinerancy that also veers away from the kind of methodological 
nationalism that Manu Goswami has so well critiqued31, required certain methodological 
approaches. First, in framing the dissertation, it was essential to not approach the question 
of community formation by taking a singular, pre-identified community as the departure 
point. I began my research by identifying the oceanic routes at the intersection of which 
colonial Bombay came into being as a port and later a mill city. Following the movements 
and professions of historical subjects across these routes and the communities and 
neighborhoods they shaped in Bombay led me to greatly overlapping notions of community, 
where it isn’t easy to neatly distinguish “Sidi” from “Arab”, “Parsi” from “Irani”, “Irani” 
from “Mughal”, or “Mughal” from “Mohammedan”.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Goswami, Producing India, 13-20.  
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Second, to resist the imposition of a national or state-given framework upon the study of 
Bombay society I chose different archives- institutional, private, written and oral- to study 
each route of movement. To study itinerancy between the Persian Gulf and Bombay I 
looked to archives both in India and Iran. Through archival research in Iran I located written 
and spoken narratives of different kinds of travelers to Bombay: a turn of the century 
Persian travelogue (safarnama) and history (tarikh) of Bombay (Library of Political and 
International Studies, Tehran) and an interview by an Iranian actress who filmed in Bombay 
(National Film Archive, Tehran). I read these narratives alongside colonial records on 
deportation and naturalization of Iranis in Bombay (Maharashtra State Archives, Mumbai) 
and the “Anti-Persian” disturbances of 1931 (National Archives of India, Delhi), Times of 
India articles on “Iranis” and “Moghals”, and my own interviews of Irani café owners and 
Mughals congregating at Mumbai’s Mughal Masjid in 2016. I pursued the Aden connection 
through the Bombay government’s Secret and Political Department papers (India Office 
Records, London) and through the private family papers of the Adenwallas in Mumbai. The 
Adenwalla family letters and books pointed me not only towards the family’s interests in 
Aden but also in Iran, as they sought to fashion themselves simultaneously as leaders of the 
mercantile community in Aden and of the Parsi community in Bombay.  
 
To trace the trajectory of how “liberated” Africans became Sidis in colonial Bombay I used 
the same method of reading a variety of archives against the grain and against each other, 
alongside oral narratives of the community in Mumbai today. I combined a reading of 
colonial (India Office Records, London) and missionary archives (Church Missionary Society 
archives, Birmingham) on “liberated” Africans with colonial records on the riots of 1874 
(Maharashtra State Archives, Mumbai and National Archives, Delhi), newspaper reports 
	   28	  
about Sidis in nineteenth century Bombay, and the historical narrative of Maqwa Sidi Abdul 
Rauf who I met in 2016. Sidi Rauf was the caretaker (mujawar) of the Sidi shrine in Dongri, 
Mumbai and the head (maqwa) of the city’s Sidi community (jamat). Attempting to 
understand community formation amongst a violently displaced people who left no written 
records of their own, I treated Sidi Rauf’s narrative as that of a historian of the community 
and one that had consequences for the narrative construction of the community itself.32  
 
As one walks slowly through the narrow lanes of Mughal and Sidi neighborhoods (mohallas) 
in Dongri and Bhendy Bazar, conversing in homes, offices and shrines, observing the 
patterns of shop names and looking up at the JJ Flyover towering overhead, several 
geographies, past and present, collide. At the Bhendy Bazar junction where the first “Persian 
hotels” were attacked in 1931 there still stand Irani restaurants, though perhaps not the same 
ones as nearly a century ago. The abundance of mosques and shrines in the area attests to 
the sacral value of the land that beckoned many strands of Muslim transoceanic migrants to 
settle there and Christian missionaries to preach in the area. The variance in architectural 
styles preserves the memory of itinerancy, for those who will look33. From a car on the JJ 
flyover which seeks to deliver suburban elites smoothly to their offices in Fort further south, 
this world of immense diversity below is invisible.  The area appears as one of impossible 
congestion and homogeneously “Muslim”, notorious for being the home of the underworld 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 “The stories we tell have consequences.” See Manan Ahmed Asif for the importance of walking and 
conversing with local historians-in-place as a method of historical inquiry in A Book of Conquest: The Chachnama 
and Muslim Origins in South Asia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016), 182-184.  
33 Sarover Zaidi, ‘Where there is no Architect: Histories from the Native Town of Bombay,’ Ajam Media 
Collective, July 27, 2016. 
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leader Dawood Ibrahim, and deemed worthy of descending into only in the month of 
Ramazan for the famous delicacies that pull people and journalists from all over the city.  
 
Ocean Bombay reconstructs a few of the histories of oceanic itinerancy that went into the 
production of diverse Mumbai neighborhoods such as this.  In arguing that notions of 
community and belonging in space changed as the norms and regulations around itinerancy 
changed and borders became reinforced, this dissertation historicizes the ideas of space, 
nation and community that now appear self-evident in the view from the flyover. The view 
of community and space outlined here is dedicated against the acceptance of singular 
narratives, whether from the state or from a community, and to understanding the ordering 
of social similarity and difference through piecing together fragmentary archives. By doing so 
it crafts not only a forgotten history of colonial Bombay but also a method to approach 
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Age of Steam: Discourses and Practices of “Liberated Slave” 
and Sidi labor 
 
 
“Every day nearly, I think of my country, and I see my country spiritually where I lived, and 
all other places I trodded upon; it is open before me more than what Bombay is now.”34 
These were the words of William Jones, a young African man under the care of the Church 
Missionary Society in Bombay, in 1861, when asked by his British missionary caretaker to 
describe his life before his arrival in Bombay in 1853. The country he refers to is probably 
“the country north of the Waniasa Lake [Lake Nyasa],”35 a part of modern day Tanzania 
then inhabited by the Wahiao tribe, “opposite Kiloa [Kilwa], one of the most fruitful sources 
of the East African slave trade”36 in the nineteenth century. William Jones was one of many 
East Africans to be sold into slavery in childhood at the port of Kilwa. From there they 
travelled eastwards making stops and passing through multiple handlers and owners, African 
and Arab (sometimes Indian), at Zanzibar and Muscat (or Aden), before being “rescued” by 
a British colonial ship-of-war and being sent to Bombay37. But what is it that connected 
disparate places from different polities like Kilwa, Zanzibar, Muscat, Aden and Bombay? 
And why should enslaved Africans, once rescued not be sent back to the African coast but 
in the opposite direction to India instead?  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 “Autobiographies: William Jones and Ishmael Semler, 1861,” in Original Papers of Reverend Charles William 
Eisenberg. CMS/B/OMS/C I3 O38/65 D, CRL, Birmingham.  
35 Ibid. 
36 The Church Missionary Gleaner, 1862, Vol XII, Church Missionary House, London, 7.   
37 “Bombay”, in this dissertation, whenever used by itself refers to the city of Bombay. When the subject of 




The answer lies in the political and economic re-structuring of the Indian Ocean and its 
various coastal polities in the era of nineteenth century British domination. From 1840 to 
1873 the British Agency in Zanzibar operated mainly under the Bombay Government, and 
long after administrative control of British interests in Zanzibar had moved from the 
government of Bombay to Delhi and eventually London (1883), the Bombay High Court 
continued to function as the high court for Zanzibar (except for Arab subjects of the 
Zanzibar sultan) as late as 1914. Seen from the rising port city of Bombay, the political 
machinations of the British administration with the Sultans of Zanzibar and Muscat (and 
other chiefs of the Persian Gulf and Arab coast) had a direct impact on the economic and 
social life of nineteenth century Bombay. Economically Bombay came into being under 
British rule as a major Indian Ocean port in the nineteenth century, eclipsing the older 
Mughal port city of Surat after the re-routing and expansion of the ivory and cloth trade with 
Zanzibar via Bombay38. Socially the presence of significant numbers of Arab traders as well 
as enslaved and “liberated” Africans in the city produced specific articulations of 
communities (or jamats) at the intersection of race, class and religion. I begin here by 
studying the production of black, racialised labor, both in colonial discourse and in practice, 
to power the new steam economy of the Indian Ocean between 1840 and 1890. While a 
majority of “liberated” Africans who were forcefully relocated to Bombay crafted their own 
collective identities by rejecting Christianity and forming Muslim Sidi jamats on land, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Lakshmi Subramaniam describes how the new opium trade with China was only one part of the story of 
nineteenth century trade that explains the rise of Bombay as the new financial center of western India. The 
other half of the story is of Arab trade revival in the western Indian Ocean, led by Muscat (Indigenous capital and 
imperial expansion: Bombay, Surat and the West Coast. Delhi; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). She does not, 
however, focus on the trade with Zanzibar. Abdul Sheriff weighs in in greater detail on the rearrangement of 
Zanzibar’s trade with western India via Bombay in this period (Slaves, Spices & Ivory in Zanzibar: Integration of an 
East African Commercial Empire into the World Economy, 1770-1873. Athens: Ohio University Press, 1987).  
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intersection of race and class in the colonial imagination and ecnomy laid the basis for that 
community’s formation.  
 
While this chapter studies the labor of “liberated” Africans and Sidis in the stokeholes of 
steamships and the precarious spatiality of their working conditions, the following chapter 
studies the formation of Sidi jamats and neighborhoods through a working class practice of 
Islam. Both at sea and on land the movement of Africans and Sidis was policed and 
scrutinisied, by policemen, missionaries and upper class Muslims. “Liberated” Africans or 
working class Sidis in Bombay were never enumerated as a population by technologies of 
governmentality such as the census (where all Sidis were massed together under the title 
“other Musalmans”). They were instead significant as objects of interest and regulation for 
both police authorities and missionaries, either for the security of “public order” or for the 
salvation of their souls. This community of maritime workers was thus shaped at the 
interface of land and sea by the paradox of great itinerancy and highly circumscribed 
movement- within the limits of the stokehole on the ship and the neighborhood in the city.  
 
This chapter argues for the existence of an Indian Ocean hinterland39, specifically an 
established route between Zanzibar and Bombay, via Aden or Muscat or Basra, that brought 
to Bombay anywhere between a hundred to five hundred African men, women or children 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 My study of the relation between Bombay’s port labor and its Indian Ocean hinterland owes much to 
Rajnarayan Chadavarkar’s study of Bombay’s mill economy and its widening rural hinterland (Imperial Power and 
Popular Politics). The only historian to have recognized the Indian Ocean and its coasts also as a hinterland for 
Bombay is Nile Green (Bombay Islam). His conception of Bombay’s IO hinterland however is one that 
privileges, again, the role of Islam in giving the Indian Ocean coherence as a space. My dissertation looks at a 
wider Indian Ocean space, not bound by one particular religion, but by political and economic relations.  
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every year between the years 1848 to 1873, decreasing until it ceased in the 1890s.40 Further 
it argues that this heavily regulated movement of humans was a deliberate part of the new 
economy of labor and mobility (i.e., who could travel where and what kinds of labor were 
“free” and acceptable) under construction in an era of developing British political and 
economic hegemony in the Indian Ocean. The oceanic hinterland was both an important 
source of labor for Bombay’s port economy, and the site for the execution of much of this 
labor, since the task of the coal stokers on steamships was practically reserved for Sidis (and 
poor Yemeni Arabs or Pathans). This labor in the stokehole was as crucial as it was invisible 
to the passengers, and this pattern of invisibility of certain groups as a mode of survival in a 
hierarchically cosmopolitan society mirrors that of Bombay’s own social history.   
 
The “community question”, historically, as a category of colonial knowledge and colonial 
and postcolonial governmentality, has to a great extent been dominated by the perceived 
predominance of religion in the demarcation of communities as orders of difference. 
Religion appears as particularly overdeterminant in Mumbai, which is popularly associated 
with a long history of riots and communal violence along religious lines. With the rise of 
Dalit politics in modern India and the growing academic study of caste as a bounded, 
corporate social entity41 the overhwhelming centrality of religion in conceiving of social 
difference has been challenged. However, the study of the multiple trajectories of “liberated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 By some estimates the number of Africans in Bombay in 1864 was two thousand. Mark Hobbs, “Between 
Freedom and Slavery: The Employment of Runaway Slaves in the Indian Navy,” Qatar Digital Library, 
accessed 3 March 2019, https://www.qdl.qa/en/between-freedom-and-slavery-employment-runaway-slaves-
indian-navy It is difficult however to estimate the numbers of this highly itinerant group of people while it was 
still being reinforced by new arrivals and depleted by continuous departures.  
 
41 Nicholas Dirks, Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern India (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2001). Anupama Rao, The Caste Question: Dalits and the Politics of Modern India (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2009). Sumit Guha, Beyond Caste: Identity and Power in South Asia, Past and Present (Leiden: Brill, 
2013).  
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slaves” and the larger group of Sidis that they usually dwelled with in nineteenth century 
Bombay suggests processes of community formation that were far more complex. On the 
one hand class acted as a deeper marker of hierarchical social difference than religion or race 
in the formation of the Sidi community as a Muslim jamat. On the other hand the jamat was a 
caste-like structure in that it produced a relationship between race and a specific kind of 
menial labor, but it was not quite bounded by region or ethnicity as in the conventional 
notion of a caste.  
 
In the life of a city the most consequential forms of communal belonging were often those 
that centred around dwelling. Dwelling, in turn (i.e. where people lived), in a city like 
Bombay with a long history of contestations over land and housing space42, was determined 
by the labor that people performed, which in turn was often shaped by the ethnic groups or 
communities to which people were seen to belong. Further, for itinerant people with little 
possibility of return to the place of origin, like most “liberated” Africans in Bombay, norms 
of socialization depended not only on who they worked, lived and prayed with, but also who 
they shared languages or routes of travel with. Which is why almost all male “liberated 
slaves” in Bombay (unless brought up as Christians and sent back to Africa as missionaries) 
found employment as firemen and coal-stokers in the stokeholes of company and naval 
ships or in the dockyards, lived in chawls (tenements) marked as “Seedee chawls” in and 
around Bhendy Bazar, congregated and celebrated as Muslims of the Sidi jamat at the Sidi 
jamatkhana (community hall), and further socialised in more particular groups such as the 
“Zanzibari group”.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Dossal, Imperial Designs and Indian Realities and Theatre of Conflict, City of Hope: Mumbai, 1660 to Present Times 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). Kidambi, The Making of an Indian Metropolis.  
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Together this chapter and the next argue for the role of space as an important vector in the 
shaping of the relationship between the political and the social: the geopolitical, juridical, 
economic space of the Indian Ocean which connected the sites of Bombay and Zanzibar; 
the mobile workspace of the stokehole on board the steamship; and the social and political 
space of the city of Bombay, specifically its neighborhoods like Bhendy Bazar, which shaped 
and were shaped by the migrants who dwelled there. Space was therefore, as Lefebvre 
argued, not simply a “passive locus of social relations”43, but an active component in the 
system of production that has created the perceived, conceived and lived space of the port 
city of late nineteenth century Bombay. This chapter proceeds by outlining the contours and 
the production of the first two of these spaces- the ocean and the stokehole- and the place 
of the laboring, “liberated slave” and Sidi within it.  
 
“Liberating” the enslaved: a colonial discourse on labor 
1841, 1873 and 1890 are three important dates that mark the rearrangement of relationships 
between the major political players in the nineteenth century Indian Ocean- the British 
imperial government, the British Raj, and the Busaidi sultans in Oman and Zanzibar.  
Underpinning these political changes was a thriving and rapidly changing economic system, 
which was in many parts a continuation of older Indian Ocean trading patterns but also 
characterized by significant revivals and reformulations.  
 
The rise of Bombay as the leading port city and financial center of western India in the 
nineteenth century, was marked by two main developments in the early decades- the        
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Figure 3  
Architectural detail on a tile in the Mumbai Port Trust building depicting a bugla- a vessel commonly used by 
nineteenth century Arab traders  
 
burgeoning of the opium trade with China dominated by European and Parsi entrepreneurs, 
and the expansion of trade with the Persian Gulf. The latter was a huge stimulus to the 
growth of Bania enterprise and capital accumulation in the Bombay presidency, and to 
indigenous commercial society in western India in general.44 Between 1802 and 1810 value of 
exports to the Persian Gulf from Bombay increased from Rs. 17,74,000 to Rs. 30,65,000 (a 
72% leap) and imports increased from Rs. 12,36,000 to Rs. 17,94,000 (a 45% increase).45 The 
main ports in this highly lucrative trade were Bombay, Bushire, Bandar Abbas, Bahrein and 
Muscat (the average yearly value of trade between these ports was Rs. 2,49,00,000). “At the 
level of shipping and carriage, however,” Lakshmi Subramanian points out, “[this] revived 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Subramanian, Indigenous capital and imperial expansion, 275. 
45 Ibid. Calculated from the table on 274-275.  
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Gulf trade was neither in the hands of the Gujaratis who had in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries monopolized the business nor in those of the English East India 
Company which had systematically thrust its shipping into the western Indian Ocean in the 
eighteenth century. An entirely new group—the Muscat Arabs—achieved preponderance in 
the western waters in a relatively short time span, thus arousing the resentment of vested 
English interests—private and corporate alike.”46 
 
The rise of Muscat under the Omani sultanate made it necessary for the Bombay 
government to appoint a political agent there, to negotiate favorable political and economic 
arrangements with the Busaidi sultan in order to protect British India’s trading interests in 
the Gulf. In 1840 Seyyid Said, the sultan, shifted his capital from Oman to Zanzibar, his East 
African dominion, and the British agent reluctantly followed. The establishment of the 
British consulate at Zanzibar in 1841 therefore marked the inauguration of a dual role for 
the British agent stationed there- Political Agent of the Bombay government and British 
Consul of the imperial government in London. The primary interest of the British Foreign 
Office in Zanzibar, apart from keeping the French out of East Africa, was to maintain it as a 
base for its anti slavery crusade in the Indian Ocean. The years following 1841 are a long 
history of coercive diplomacy- sultanates sundered with British mediation and treaties signed 
between the British government and Arab sultans and chiefs of the Indian Ocean coast, 
usually accompanied by British ships of war for effect. A process which culminated in the 
treaty of 1873 forcefully imposed on Sultan Seyyid Barghash bin Said of Zanzibar, and later 
the establishment of a British protectorate in Zanzibar in 189047.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Ibid, 275-276.  
47 Sheriff, Slaves, Spices & Ivory, 223-238.  
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The legal infrastructure (of treaties, agents, Vice Admiralty and prize courts) that arose 
surrounding the British campaign against slave trade in the western Indian Ocean was a 
technology of British power, inseparable from the political entanglements of the British in 
the relations between Arab sultans and their trading interests. 48  The British ride to 
paramountcy via multiple treaties (always eventually backed by warships) that forced varying 
levels of concessions of Arab sovereign power was made on the back of both trade (in 
opium, ivory, piecegoods, shipping) and the anti slave trade campaign. As the primary centre 
of British power in the Indian Ocean, Bombay became the point via which many British 
objects of interest had to travel- from goods like ivory49 to human beings invariably referred 
to in British archives as “liberated slaves”. I mention “liberated” within quotation marks 
throughout this dissertation because the British project of power in the nineteenth century 
was precisely to curtail and regulate the liberty of movement across the ocean in general, 
which included the renaming and conversion of enslaved Africans found on captured Arab 
slaving dhows and directing where they should be sent and what kind of labor they should 
engage in.50  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Tania Bhattacharyya, “States and interpreters: slave “liberation”, language and power in the nineteenth 
century western Indian Ocean” (in preparation).  
49 The Indian Bania trade with Zanzibar in the first decades of the nineteenth century was primarily run from 
Kutch, which as late as 1839 exported thrice the amount of cloth shipped to Zanzibar from Bombay, and 
imported twice as much ivory. In 1811 nearly 50% of all cloth imports at Zanzibar was cloth from Kutch and 
Surat. In the third decade of the nineteenth century soft ivory from east Africa became an object of interest in 
British markets. British interests rerouted the older ivory trade through Bombay, setting up a peculiar triangular 
trade in which Bombay became an outpost for re-exporting soft ivory from Zanzibar to the United Kingdom. 
Between 1823 and 1869 the value of ivory re-exported from Bombay to London rose from Rs. 77,000 (against 
a total import value of Rs. 153,000) to Rs. 11,10,000 (against a total import value of Rs. 6,54,000). This was of 
course at the cost of the domestic market for ivory in India, though the indigenous merchants engaged in the 
ivory trade benefitted. (Sheriff, Slaves, Spices and Ivory, 83-86 and Appendix A, 249-252.) 
50 Matthew S. Hopper discusses this as the “paradox of liberation” within the broader context of the Indian 
Ocean slave trade and the Africn diaspora in the Arabic world in Slaves of One Master: Globalization and Slavery in 
Arabia in the Age of Empire (New Haven: yale University Press, 2015), 143-181.  
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Between 1843, when the first slave trade prohibition treaty with the independent sultanate of 
Zanzibar was signed, and 1890, when the British protectorate at Zanzibar was established, 
most “liberated slaves” were sent to Bombay, where they were either set free in the city at 
large, or sent to anybody who would adopt them or Christian missionaries scattered around 
the city and in other neighboring towns. Shortly before 1890, authorities in Bombay started 
objecting to the presence of too many Africans in the city, and the question of where 
“liberated slaves” had best be sent was seriously discussed between British administrators 
along the Indian Ocean coast. This discourse reveals the economy of labor within which the 
ideological debates on slavery, abolition and free and unfree labor took place. The 
nineteenth century was characterized by another major ocean crossing- that of indentured 
laborers from India to the Caribbean- after the abolition of slavery in British territories in 
1843. These are not the contexts referred to in the various British propositions regarding the 
“disposal of emancipated slaves”51 in the Indian Ocean between 1889 and 1905, but some 
British plantation or the other is the usual suggestion. The dominating concerns guiding the 
debate are where the labor of these black bodies would be most useful, and where could the 
second “liberation”, that of their souls, be ensured by proper Christian education and living.  
 
On 2nd February 1889 the secretary to the Government of Bombay wrote to the Foreign 
Department of the Government of India, inviting attention to the question of the “small 
parties of captured or fugitive slaves … brought to Bombay” throughout the year. 
Describing their “insubordinate spirit” and the administrative and financial constraints 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 ‘File 5/65 I Question of disposal of emancipated slaves and proposal to check traffic between Muscat, Oman 
and Zanzibar’. IOR/R/15/1/200: 18 Jan 1889-14 Jul 1905. BL, London.  
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produced by this “excitable and turbulent element in the population”, he requested that 
“these slaves” be sent somewhere other than Bombay: 
  The Commissioner of Police [of Bombay] represents that the number of Africans in 
the city is already considerable, and that they form an excitable and turbulent element in the 
population, and he considers that constant additions to their number may prove a source 
of danger. Apart from this consideration, there is the further question of the cost of 
maintenance of freed slaves who are too young to earn a living. They are at present 
distributed in small batches amongst the Missionary societies which receive a grant of Rs 
3-8-” per head up to a certain age. There are also charges for maintenance and railway 
journeys incurred in the support or transmission of the children to their destination. Not 
infrequently some of the elder boys develop an insubordinate spirit which leads to a request 
from the societies for their removal. 
  It will thus be seen that, if the number of slaves sent to Bombay increases to any 
large extent, it will be necessary to provide some relief to this Presidency, and already the 
question is one that, on administrative and financial grounds, deserves consideration. I 
am accordingly to inquire whether the Government of India can suggest any mode of 
disposing of these slaves in other parts of India, or whether, in regard to slaves landed at 
Aden, Her Majesty’s Government, which directs the East African policy, cannot be 
moved to arrange for their disposal, especially in the event of large captures being made, 
otherwise than by sending them on to Bombay or leaving them in Aden.52 
 
The official reasoning for not returning “liberated” Africans to Zanzibar was that doing so 
would only mean sending them back into the hands of slavery. However the sheer absence 
of choice afforded to most enslaved Africans once “emancipated” made possible the 
direction of their movement towards economically beneficial locations for the empire, as 
well as being most conducive for the Christian upbringing of those among them who were 
children. An expression of desire on the part of “liberated slaves” that contradicted the 
itinerary charted for them by their liberators therefore led them to being branded as 
insubordinate. It was Bombay that became the site where many of these “liberated” Africans 
routinely displayed their insubordination, either by turning away from the second saving 
offered by Christianity and embracing Islam, by making their way back to Bombay when 
sent back to East Africa to assist European missionaries and explorers, by abandoning 
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protocol and jumping a sinking ship before its European passengers, by refusing access to 
plague officers into their Sidi chawls, or even simply by rioting, as in the riots of 1874.  
 
It was not until 1890, after the Bombay government as well as Muscat had objected to the 
growth of the “excitable and turbulent” African population in their cities, that manumitted 
slaves began to be given the option of returning to Zanzibar. The question of settling “freed 
slaves” on the East African coast instead of Bombay had been in consideration since 1874. 
After Sir Bartle Frere (former Governor of the Bombay Presidency and later anti-slavery 
crusader) forced the slave trade abolition treaty on Sultan Barghash bin Said in Zanzibar in 
1873, he insisted that the Church Missionary Society establish a settlement for freed slaves 
near Mombasa. The society sent Reverend William S. Price, who had been one of the 
primary missionaries at the head of the East Africa Mission in Bombay, and work on 
building Frere Town near Mombasa was begun in 1875. 1874 was also the year of the 
Sidi/Arab-Parsi riots in Bombay (commonly called the “Parsee Mahomedan” riots), which 
was undoubtedly part of what made the Bombay government consider Africans in Bombay a 
potential “source of danger”. One disaffected resident (possibly European or Parsi) writing 
to the Times of India under the pen name of “Common Sense” openly associated the larger 
Sidi population of the city with formerly enslaved Africans: “In conclusion let me say a word 
or two more regarding the Seedees. If they are to be emancipated from the shackles of 
perpetual slavery let them be sent to some other place not so thickly inhabited as Bombay is, 
for we do not want such illiterate rif-rafs to break occasionally our public peace through the 
instigation of some of their co religionists.”53  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 Common Sense, writing on the “Mahomedan riot” of 1874, The Times of India, Bombay, Feb 19, 1874, 3, 
(ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Times of India).   
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Before the arrangement to ship freed slaves to Zanzibar was arrived at, the Bombay 
Government first enquired of the Colonial Secretary in Fiji if the government there would be 
willing to receive the “liberated” Africans “with the view of utilizing their services in the Fiji 
Islands”54. In response the British government at Fiji asked a list of questions to decide if 
these Africans were fit “for the work required and the cost of their introduction as free 
(agricultural) labourers” in Fiji. The questions asked and the answers provided by the 
Government of Bombay indicate the European, colonial paradigm of the racialized, black 
laboring body within which the futures of these “liberated” Africans were decided, and are 
worth citing in full: 
 
(1) Are the Africans referred to mentally and physically of a low class or 
otherwise? Mostly of good type mentally and physically. 
(2) Are they inclined to good order and amenable to discipline? Yes. How do 
they compare with the average Seedee or Kruman? Many are similar. Some are 
of higher type as the Abyssinian.  
(3) To what extent numerically is it likely they could annually be availed of? 
Impossible to say now as all the conditions are altered and are still in course of rapid 
alteration.  
(4) Are they males or females or of both sexes? If the last in what proportion? Of 
both sexes—the proportion has been about 33 females to 100 males for 5 years from 
1883 to 1887. 
(5) Are they fit for service as agricultural labourers? The males doubtless would be. 
Most of those imported into Oman are employed on date plantations. Both males and 
females usually make excellent domestic servants.55  
 
The importance of the labor value of the African man or woman was only rivaled in these 
discussions by the need to keep these individuals, and particularly the children, under the 
pedagogical influence of Christianity. It is not a coincidence that the value of the African 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Letter No. 2233 of 1889 from Colonial Secretary’s Office, Fiji to the Acting Secretary to Government of 
Bombay, 19th August 1889. File 5/65 I, IOR/R/15/1/200: 18 Jan 1889-14 Jul 1905, P12-13, BL, London.  
55 Ibid., P15-16.  
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person after “liberation” continues to be measured in terms of the body’s physical “type”, 
ranked as higher or lower, and slotted for particular types of labor such as domestic service, 
most forms of manual labor, and in the case of Bombay specifically the task of coal stokers 
and firemen on steamships. It was not as much the presence of eager missionaries in 
Bombay seeking to train young Africans for missionary work in East Africa that made 
Bombay a desirable location to send the earliest  “liberated slaves”, as the always present 
demand for manual (and menial) labor in a rising port city.56  
 
When the African presence in Bombay started becoming a source of administrative concern, 
several other “profitable” locations for the “disposal” of slaves was considered. In 1897 the 
India Office in London took up the Government of India’s suggestion that “the slaves freed 
in Turkish Arabia might with advantage be sent to the British possessions in East Africa.”57 
The Foreign Office inquired of the British Agent and Consul in Zanzibar if these men may 
be employed on the Uganda Railway.58 The British government in Zanzibar responded with 
a range of options- agricultural holdings on government estates at Zanzibar and Pemba 
(cultivated half the week gratis for government), or paid labor as “hamals or carriers” for 
European mercantile firms in Zanzibar, or as town laborers for the Railway, Public Works 
and Shipping Departments at Mombasa. He added that “The domestic slave born and bred 
in an Arab household in Arabia proper…and trained to follow their masters…as armed 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 Bombay was also a city known for the much older presence of people of African origin, the Sidi nawabs of 
Janjira (an island off Bombay) and Sachin (in Gujarat) who rose to power as generals in the Mughal and other 
armies. The fresh influx of nineteenth century Africans however contributed to the working class of the city, 
and occupied a very different strata as opposed to the Sidi nawabs. 
57  Enclosure No. 1, letter from India Office to Foreign Office, 16th February 1897. File 5/65 I, 
IOR/R/15/1/200: 18 Jan 1889-14 Jul 1905, P17, BL, London. Italics mine.  
58 Enclosure No. 2, letter from Foreign Office to India Office, 24th February 1897, Ibid.  
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retainers, would probably not be very suitable for any kind of agricultural or porterage work, 
and any importation of freed slaves of this class would indeed constitute a very undesirable 
addition to our population both here and on the mainland. But ordinary agricultural freed 
slaves, employed in the date plantations, or accustomed to manual labour, whether born or 
not in Arabia, would probably be very useful, and both here and at Mombasa we would gladly 
arrange for their reception.”59 
 
The Church Missionary Society (CMS) in Bombay presidency conceived of labor differently- 
African slave children in Bombay city and elsewhere in the presidency (mainly Sharanpur, 
near Nasik, where they ran an African Asylum) raised as Christians were ideally to be 
married and sent back to East Africa, to assist CMS missionaries as well as European 
missionary-explorers like David Livingstone. Until their departure for Africa male wards 
were either sent to work at the dockyards or on navy and merchants ships, or sent to be 
trained as carpenters and blacksmiths, while females were trained for a future as domestic 
servants. Missionaries were atleast in part concerned about the living and working conditions 
of freed slaves sent to Bombay, but all too often such concerns were prefaced by the losing 
fight to Islam, since only a “small proportion of the slaves who have been rescued and 
brought to Bombay” actually made it into Christian hands. Most others “fall into the hands 
of the Arabs of Bombay whose first care is to turn them into Mussulmans, and then to use 
them for their own purposes.”60 The sense of competition is all too evident in the yearly 
reports of the leading missionaries of the African Asylum in Sharanpur and the East African 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 Enclosure in No. 3, letter from A.H. Hardinge, British Agent and Consul General at Zanzibar, to the 
Marquis of Salisbury, Foreign Office, 14th April 1897, Ibid., P18-19. Italics mine. 
60 Extract from Reverend William Price’s report on the African Asylum at Sharanpur, 30th June 1872, in Original 
Papers of Reverend John Stuart Struan Robertson. CMS/B/OMS/C I3/O61/261 C, CRL, Birmingham.   
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congregation in Bombay, and much of the missionaries’ eventual dissatisfaction with 
Bombay as a site for the mission, from the late 1860s onwards, had to do with this threat 
posed by Islam.  
 
In 1867, Reverend Deimler who worked for the Muslim Mission in Bombay, wrote in his 
annual letter to the corresponding committee of the CMS, that a few “unruly men” among 
the East Africans in Bombay whom he had educated (as Christians), had to be dismissed 
(one of these men had been sent to accompany David Livingstone on his way to Central 
Africa, but had left him behind and returned to Bombay). After this dismissal “they all 
became Mohammadans.”61 He “bewails” the Africans who are made over to Muslims upon 
landing at Bombay and adopt Islam, and states that it is his “firm conviction that India is by 
no means a suitable place for Africans”. He proposes instead that the British “make 
Mauritius the colony for liberated slaves, give them a Christian training in their vernacular 
(no English education except to a few who prove to be worthy, talented, and spiritual) and 
employ them in whole gangs in the plantations.” By 1873 his position on the subject had 
developed further to make assertions about why East African Christians could never 
assimilate in India or be brought safely under the sway of “Christian influence”: 
India is no place for East African Christians; they can in no wise assimilate with any 
of the existing communities owing to difference of language, feelings, descent, and manners, and must 
therefore remain forever mere strays in a foreign country. The Eastern Africans having many things 
common with Musalmans join most naturally the Musalman community; thus most of them 
profess Islam. The Government used to present hundreds of captured slaves from East 
Africa to Hindus, Musalmans, Parsis, Jews, and Christians, in fact to anyone in that city 
whoever wished to have such. A step, which I do not doubt, would lead, if persisted in, to 
hidden slavery in and from Bombay to other quarters, indications of which have already 
become visible. In consequence these liberated slaves are found domesticated in many a 
native home for whom nothing can be done in the way of Christian influence. I shall hail 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61  Reverend Deimler’s Annual Letter, Bombay, 1867, in Original Papers of Reverend Gottfried Deimler, 
CMS/B/OMS/C I3/O25/42A. CRL, Birmingham. Italics mine.  
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with delight the prohibition of slavery in the whole of Eastern Africa, and the formation of a 
free settlement on the coast. But to secure the permanency and the development of such a 
colony it must be on no other than British territory and under British protection62. 
 
Clearly, the claim that Africans in Bombay were forever “strangers in a strange land” is 
compromised by Deimler’s own statement. The fact that Christian Africans from Bombay 
sent to Africa sometimes returned to Bombay, and that a majority of them adopted Islam 
because there was much that they found in common with Muslims in the city, indicates that 
the truth of African existence in nineteenth century Bombay was not quite a simple tale of 
racial and cultural alienation as these increasingly exasperated missionaries portrayed. 
Missionary analyses of the African condition in Bombay such as this one were inextricably 
entangled with the desire to secure a safe place far from the meddling influence of Islam to 
indoctrinate their African recruits. Which is why the ideal settlement had to be “on no other 
than British territory and under British protection.”  
 
Similarly, Reverend Price’s concern in 1872 for the condition of Africans living in the slums 
of Bombay and Poona, ““strangers in a strange land” in a wretched and helpless condition, 
and with no one to care for them”, comes right on the back of his grudge against the Arabs 
who he claims converted Africans in Bombay to Islam. His proposition for a “better” future 
for the men consisted of giving them a military training, since “Many of them would make 
capital soldiers, and the time may come when an African Battalion, inspired with gratitude 
and loyalty towards Government, might be felt to be an element of safety in the country.”63 
For a man who five sentences previously had accused Arabs of converting “liberated slaves” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 Reverend Deimler’s Annual Letter, Bombay, January 15th 1873, Ibid., 44.  
63 CMS/B/OMS/C I3/O61/261 C, CRL, Birmingham.  
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to Islam “for their own purposes”, his own purposes are patently clear. In 1870 Price had 
discussed shifting the African Asylum from Sharanpur (in Bombay presidency) to the 
Seychelles. By November 1874 it appeared from his letters that the colony of Natal in South 
Africa had been settled upon “experimentally” by the Zanzibar authorities as the home for 
“liberated slaves”. By 1875, we know, that Price had been sent to secure land for the 
building of Frere Town near Mombasa.  
 
Most of the places discussed in this itinerary— Bombay, Aden, Muscat, Zanzibar, Pemba, 
Mombasa, Freretown, Natal, Seychelles, Mauritius— received at different points along the 
nineteenth century varying numbers of “liberated” Africans. The important point is that this 
itinerary was for the most part not of the Africans’ own making, just as it was not when they 
were sold and enslaved.64 Thus, the lives of these “liberated slaves” in Bombay and any 
questions about their community-making must be asked with the violence of this 
displacement in mind. It is also important to remember that the role of the “liberated” 
African as a black, manually laboring body in all these places, including Bombay, was fixed 
before their arrival, extending only to include spiritual labor in some cases.  As such the 
history of the “liberated” Africans and Sidis in nineteenth century Bombay is to a great 
extent also the history of the working class that sustained the ship and dockyard building and 
boom in shipping that became the basis of the wealth of many Bombay elites.  
 
And yet, when offered a choice 1890 onwards, several slaves indicated that Bombay was 
where they wanted to go because of its reputation, while others preferred to return to the 
part of the Arabian coast where they had lived all their lives. By this time, more than forty 
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years of the anti slave trade campaign had elapsed, and most manumitted slaves were not 
those captured from ships carrying newly enslaved Africans, but those who had long been in 
enslavement. In 1900, Captain P.Z. Cox, the Political Agent and Consul at Muscat informed 
the Political Resident in the Persian Gulf that manumitted slaves mostly preferred to remain 
in Muscat or go to Bombay where there was a greater possibility of employment, rather than 
returning to Zanzibar: 
Except on the now rare occasions on which captures are made by our men of 
war, the majority of the slaves freed in Muscat are individuals who have been in slavery 
since childhood—but having eventually quarreled with or been ill-treated by their 
Masters, come to this Consulate for protection and freedom. Once armed with a 
manumission Certificate these freed men have no wish as a rule to return to Zanzibar or 
their own forgotten country. There is a large negro population in Muskat among whom 
they apparently prefer to remain. Full grown men can command better wages in Muskat, 
as coolies or boatmen than they could in Zanzibar, and if they desire to leave Muskat at all it 
is generally for Bombay, which the description of their friends imbues them with a curiosity to visit, and 
about 20 find their way thither annually. Very few ask to be sent to Zanzibar and those that 
do go not unfrequently return.65  
 
 
The Political Resident in the Persian Gulf also stated in a note to the High Consul of Aden 
that based on his experience and his study of the slave trade files for the past five years, none 
of the slaves he had encountered wished to go back to Zanzibar, preferring to stay on in 
Bandar Lengeh or Bushehr where they had been living, or go away to Muscat, Basra or 
Jeddah. “At the most 5% will like to go to Zanzibar unless we send the slaves there without 
consulting their wishes.”66  
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 49	  
The will of empire was also to shape “liberated” Africans as Christians and then employ 
them as agents of missionary activity and imperial expansion. However, the way that Sidis in 
Bombay ritually reconstructed the idea of their origins through multiple, overlapping 
narratives was in stark contrast with the missionary narrative of singular “East African” 
origin foisted on “Bombay Africans”.  Many like William Jones whose words opened this 
chapter, who were educated with a view to cultivate a sense of duty to their “home 
countries” and to Christ, nurtured or developed the desire to go to East Africa as priests and 
aides in exploration missions. However, stray glimpses in missionary records reveal that 
there may well have been many “Bombay Africans” sent on missions to Africa who wanted 
to return to Bombay. The persistent appearance of the “unruly” and “disobedient” ones who 
converted back to Islam after breaking from the confines of missionary houses in Bombay 
haunts missionary reports about their African wards.  
 
As Helene Basu writes about the Sidis of Gujarat, they do not have a single unified history, 
and the absence of historical continuity in their story makes that community able to absorb 
migrations in many batches. Thus, all Sidis are tied by the same ritual reconstructions of the 
past, despite the fact that some may be descended from Sidi nobles, others from enslaved 
people, or soldiers, sailors or traders67. Unlike the missionary insistence on both origin and 
future for the “liberated slave” being located back in Africa, the Muslim Sidi jamat in 
Bombay offered the formerly enslaved and violently displaced African a self-narrative of 
affirmation and multiple origins. Slavery in the narrative of Sidi origins, linked the Sidi not 
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World Press, 2003), 246.  
	   50	  
only to various places in Africa through the figures of patron saints but also to Arabia 
through the lineage of Habshi Bilal, the first muezzin of Islam.  
 
Within the heterogenous world of Bombay Islam Sidis were doubly disenfranchised by being 
at the bottom of the class hierarchy. Class was also not the only marker of difference 
amongst various Muslim groups in Bombay— even amongst laborers serving in the same 
spaces, on dockyards and ships, “liberated slaves” and Sidis were given the lowest of jobs, 
quite literally in the belly of the ship, and expected by both Europeans and other natives to 
keep within the place pre-assigned to their community. Since the history of the liberated 
slave and the Bombay Sidi was atleast in part a history of lives spent on ships, a good part of 
their socialization must also have occurred at their workplace, on ships, which would in turn 
have shaped the social structures they inhabited on land. On board steamships, mail, 
passenger and navy, jobs and crews were arranged spatially, reflecting social hierarchies. As 
the controversy around the sinking of a P & O steamer Tasmania in 1887 illustrated, the 
social discipline enforced on board by means of these spatial divisions came to the fore in 
times of crisis, in this case when the Sidi men from the stokehole violated its rules.  
 
Steamship Socialization 
The age of steam dates from about 1815 and the first half of the nineteenth century was 
characterized by intense competition between shipbuilders, states, companies, captains, ports 
and routes. The steamship, the railway and the telegraph were the technologies of speed that 
powered the competitive commercial capitalism of the Victorian empire. Bombay grew to 
prominence in the nineteenth century as a port city at the intersection of shipping and 
railway lines that served in the interests of colonial capital. The Port Trust of Bombay, in 
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their commemorative history of the port published in 1931, described the spatial coverage of 
Bombay’s trade thus: 
 The vast extent of the land area of which Bombay is the distributive base and 
clearing house for trade may be gauged by the fact that its two main-line railways own 
between them some 7,500 miles of track. The radius of Bombay’s rail-borne trade extend 
even further and….excluding bullion, Bombay handles approximately one-third of the total 
import trade of India and Burma and about one-fourth of the exports. Two-thirds of the 
imports of specie and five-sixths of the exports also pass through Bombay. The general 
tonnage figures indicate a collecting and distributing area, within the confines of the Indian 
Empire, of some 500,000 square miles,--- nearly six times the extent of Great Britain,-- 
populated by not less than sixty million inhabitants68.  
 
Though these rail and shipping networks served precisely to subordinate Bombay’s 
indigenous merchants to the interests of European capital, the sheer volume of trade and 
money that passed through the city catalyzed the growth of indigenous financial elites, 
shipbuilders and traders, eventually funding Bombay’s own industrialization. Sandip 
Hazarisingh has argued that it was precisely Bombay’s dependent position in the colonial 
world economy and the falling share of Indian merchants in the cotton export trade that 
gave prominent Parsis and Bhatias with money from the earlier China trade the impetus to 
diversify into cotton spinning and invest in the building of mills69.  
 
Bombay’s trysts with a steam and rail powered modernity had wider consequences in terms 
of urban space and population. The physical space of the city was shaped not only by the 
dictates of this commercialism and the movement of goods (wet and dry docks, harbors, the 
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69 As the number of Indians amongst the largest exporters went down (from seven among twelve in 1861 to 
one in 1875), the number of mills went up (from ten in 1865 to over hundred in 1900). Sandip Hazarisingh, The 
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Port Trust Railway, storage depots etc.), but also by the desires of colonial and indigenous 
elites to inscribe their power into space (statues, libraries, hospitals and other public 
monuments), and by the explosive and continuous population growth that supplied the labor 
that operated this expanding economy (chawls or tenements, houses of worship, burial 
grounds, opium dens, liquor shops, sailors’ homes, eateries and places of entertainment etc.). 
If this expanding colonial port economy was powered by steam, the steamships that carried 
goods, passengers, and mail between Bombay and London and the ports of the Indian 
Ocean and China were powered by stokers and firemen who were predominantly Arab or 
African, specifically Sidis, and often “liberated slaves”.  
 
It is impossible to establish the numbers or proportion of Africans or Arabs recruited as 
firemen, because these numbers are not uniformly recorded. Nor is it easy to distinguish 
“African” from “Arab” in this period. A combination of references to “liberated slaves” 
being employed in the Indian Navy, repeated identification of Sidis in newspaper articles as 
firemen or stokers on ships of the navy and the P & O steamer service, and popular 
representations of P & O stokers as black men, indicate that most African males in 
nineteenth century Bombay found employment in the stokehold of steamships. In October 
1853 the Senior Magistrate of Police in Bombay sent five African youth who had been 
rescued from a Portuguese brig to service in the Indian Navy. He claimed that he had 
“consulted their own wishes on this subject, and they have all expressed their willingness to 
enter the Indian Naval Service. They are remarkably fine youths; and I am of opinion that 
they would be much better provided for in that service than in the families of Portuguese 
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and others, as domestic servants”70. He had earlier noted that all communications with the 
five youths (“boys”) had been conducted by “a Negro Seaman of the Indian Navy named 
Parry Williams, who interpreted in the preliminary investigations at this office, and also in 
the Supreme Court yesterday. He was the only medium we could obtain of communicating 
with the boys in their own language.”71 African seamen on Indian Navy ships thus appear to 
have been a common feature72, in accordance with which the Commander in Chief of the 
Indian Navy wrote back that “The African Boys attested to in the accompanying letter can 
be received into the Indian Navy, and I have to recommend that they be sent to this office in 
order that their physical capabilities for sea service may be inquired into.”73 
 
Notes from successive magistrates and commissioners of police in Bombay often indicate as 
in the case above, when they care to mention it, that youth who weren’t sent to the care of 
missionaries or others who volunteered, were sent for naval service. These notes do not 
provide any further detail however on what kind of service these “liberated” African youth 
performed on board ships. It is the case of commercial steamships, and the Peninsular and 
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71 Letter from Senior Magistrate of Police to Secretary to Government, 5th October 1853, Ibid.  
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Oriental Steam Navigation Company in particular, that makes the role of Africans from 
Bombay as stokers and firemen explicit. Most newspaper articles in the Times of India 
referring to Sidis mentions the subjects as being employed either as seamen on British ships 
or as firemen and stokers on mail steamers and P & O steamships. The Commissioner of 
Bombay Police in 1912, S.M. Edwardes wrote in his book By-Ways of Bombay, about the 
“Sidis or Musulmans of African descent, who supply the steamship companies with stokers, 
firemen and engine-room assistants, and the dockyards and workshops with fitters and 
mechanics.”74  
 
Stokers and firemen weren’t exclusively of African origin- there are mentions of Arab, 
Pathan and Punjabi firemen in newspapers articles of the time. But the fact that Sidis were 
the stokers of choice, atleast for the P & O company, and arguably for others too, is 
indicated by the fact that a collection of sketches and drawings by W.W. Llyod published for 
the company in 1890 under the name of P & O Pencillings, depicts black men laboring in the 
stokehole. In a 1986 book commemorating the hundred and fifty year history of the P & O 
Company, the authors included Llyod’s sketch (Figure 4) with the caption, “For steamers, 
you had to have coal. That was difficult and dirty enough. Then you had to have stokers, 
frequently ‘seedies’ from East Africa, and the ‘stokehole’ where they had to work was 
indescribable.”75 The P & O Heritage website currently sells prints of these drawings, and 
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captions this picture as “View inside the “Stokehole” with “Seedie boys” “Firemen at 
work””, the terms presumably taken from Llyod’s original publication76.  
 
            
Figure 4 
Illustration depicting Sidis in the steamship stokehole in W.W.Llyod’s "P&O Pencillings", 1892 
	  
 
The job of the stoker in the nineteenth century was considered menial even when performed 
by Europeans, as in the case of the British Royal Navy, as opposed to the highly idealized 
figure of the British ‘bluejacket’ or seaman (Figure 5). Though the very movement of the 
ship and its equipment depended on the steam produced by stokers, the dirt produced by 
the work of stokers combined with a belief that stokers were coarse, ill-disciplined and 
originated from the “lowest of the low” classes in society,  ensured their position at the very  
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Figure 5  
Postcard depicting British bluejackets or Royal Navy sailors as the heroes of the maritime empire, AFP, Mumbai  
 
bottom of a highly hierarchized naval ladder on board the steamship.77 In the steamships on 
the Indian Ocean this hierarchy was not only replicated, but doubly impressed by 
distinctions of race. The earliest seamen’s unions in Bombay— the Goa Portuguese 
Seamen’s Club (1896) and the later Asiatic Seamen’s Union (1918)— both excluded engine-
room workers (stokers, coal trimmers, naval engineers) and were limited to saloon workers. 
Even the Indian Seamen’s Union formed as a merger of all existing seamen’s unions in 1919 
limited its membership to saloon workers until 1926. When deck and engine room workers 
were welcomed into this union it caused a rupture and the Bombay Seamen’s Union was 
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formed to maintain the old distinctions- a rupture that was not healed until 1931 when a 
single National Seaman’s Union of India Bombay came into existence.78 
 
Amongst non European seamen, the distinctions between deck and engine room crews were 
further complicated in practice by the fact that the former were mainly South Asian seamen 
of diverse origins collectively known as lascars, while the latter tended to consist of Sidis and 
Arabs. These distinctions, however, were formally hard to enforce, as Sidis sometimes served 
as deck crew, and non-Sidi or Arab men sometimes served as firemen. In a 1921-22 
administrative debate over the official definition of “lascar” the Shipping Master at Bombay 
opined that it should include Africans and Arabs, pointing to the large number of them 
being employed on P & O ships: 
I am of the opinion that the most suitable formula for the definition of “Lascar or 
other native seaman” would be— 
 (1) Natives of India including the Native States and foreign possessions in India, and 
 (2) Arabs or East Africans generally.  
In actual practice it is found that a number approximately three to four hundred a 
year of Arabs and East Africans find employment annually in P. and O. ships under 
Indian articles of agreement in the terms of section 22 of the Indian Merchant Shipping 
Act I of 1859.79 
 
 
The Shipping Master of Aden however was less sympathetic to Arab employment on ships 
because European members of the crew insisted they be paid on European rates of pay: 
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79 Letter from the Shipping Master, Bombay to the Secretary to Government, Marine Department, Bombay, 
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 I have the honour to state that no vessels engage full crews of Adenese seamen on 
European articles at Aden; the few men so engaged are to replace Europeans who have 
had to be left behind in hospital, and have been replaced on the British articles at British 
rates of wages to avoid trouble with the other members of the crew who invariably insist 
that the newcomers should be paid at the same rate as themselves. During the year 
ending June 30th 1921, only one British vessel, which through force of circumstances had to change the 
method of raising steam from oil fuel to coal, engaged a comparatively large number of Arab firemen to 
complete her complement of stokers; and these men were placed on European articles to meet 
the wishes of the other members of the crew, the total number thus engaged was 31, a 
further 41 men were engaged on European articles to complete complements.80 
 
This twentieth century debate over the juridical definition of “lascar” illuminates few things. 
First, that in the nineteenth century when steam ships still ran on coal, African and Arab 
stokers were more indispensable than after the introduction of oil fuel in the twentieth. 
Secondly, the legal definition of who constituted a lascar as opposed to an European 
seaman, was intricately linked with questions of pay. Companies wanted African and Arab 
stokers because they offered cheap labour, but European seamen resented the unequal pay, 
which threatened their own employment. Thirdly, the urgency of defining a lascar and the 
terms of his employment makes particular sense in the context of past debates in the 
metropole and colony over the ability and trustworthiness of lascars as seamen.  
 
As the controversy after the shipwreck of the Tasmania in 1877 revealed, lascars were not 
universally favored by Englishmen as the crew to man their ships. But neither were they 
uniformly reviled- several correspondents wrote passionate letters in support of the lascars’ 
qualifications in the press debate that followed the wreck, and interestingly several of them 
took care to point to the difference between lascars and Sidi firemen, to the disadvantage of 
the latter. The difference though stated forcefully by European correspondents and editors, 
was also pointed to by the lascars themselves in a statement made to a local newspaper. It is 
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possible to overstate the importance of differences when examined solely in the context of a 
fatal crisis. But it is important, with that caution, to turn our gaze towards how difference 
was arranged, spatially, on board the steamships where Sidis and “liberated slaves” spent a 
good part of their lives, in order to understand how they shaped belonging to and 
interactions between communities on land.   
 
Favourable English commentators described the diverse lascar crew of these ships as 
“amicable”, “disciplined”, or at their most lukewarm as “a curiously assorted collection of 
men of all sizes and shapes, but withal a picturesque and interesting feature”81. An article 
published in the Daily Telegraph and reprinted in the Bombay Times of India in 1885, describes 
a pointedly multicolored picture of discipline and harmony on board a new P & O ship, the 
Paramatta: 
  Everybody knows and does his duty, from the veteran commander to the little 
Bengali boys scouring the screws of the Parramatta’s steam pinnace and the jet-black 
Seedees glistening like the coal they shovel into the huge furnaces. It is pleasant to observe how well 
the native sailors are treated, and how satisfied they appear with their service. The 
“tindal”, a small, wizened, wiry, indefatigable low-caste from Chittagong, with sparse 
beard reddened by lime and grizzled by many tempests, might have been boatswain to 
Sinbad, he has such a weather-beaten look. There are brown lively Bombay men, coffee-
coloured Malays, ink-dark Africans, and most curious of all an Afghan stoker, while the 
quiet patient ayahs glide about like cats, purring Hindustani songs, and ceaselessly 
watching and fondling the blue-eyed English children, the tender shipmates of our 
bronzed colonels and captains, married Indian ladies, unmarried belles on their first visit, 
and travellers for pleasure.82  
 
In the romanticized old India hand’s vision of labor at sea even the grimy and hot task of 
shoving coal into the furnaces could be rendered as just one part of a picturesque whole, 
quite the contrast from the “indescribable” stokehole working conditions described by the 
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Howarths. The lie to this pretty picture was also laid bare when one of the outraged 
commentators on the Tasmania sea wreck wrote to the Times of India in May 1887 that the 
employment of a predominantly lascar and Sidi crew by the P & O Company was 
unpardonable, even though “A certain number of lascar seamen are of course required in a 
service like the P.& O., as in the Red Sea no European could face the engine room.”83  
 
The account of another favourably disposed “Anglo Indian…Wanderer” in the Times of India 
about the Stranger’s Home for Asiatics in London, written in similarly glowing terms, gives a 
more specific glimpse of differences of diet and language amongst native sailors: 
  The Home, however, is not only used by “Asiatics” but by Japanese, Chinese, 
Malays, Arabs, Seedees, and Africans of all sorts, the majority, of course, being lascars 
and firemen discharged from ships and steamers from India…..There are stewards, who 
maintain order without any difficulty, and see that each man has access to the particular 
kitchen of his race, where he can cook his own particular mess very savoury no doubt to 
his palate, but generally very unappetising to English taste, and fearfully high smelling 
withal. The “Surtee” apparently finds no difficulty in London in obtaining his favourite 
half rotten fish, or the Seedee his hideous offal, which he seems to prefer to anything 
else that can be bought. … It is wonderful how amicably they all get on together, and 
how they manage to make themselves understood, by the medium of “pigeon English”, 
which, though it differs from every port, has still a great many words in common. …”84  
 
There is little evidence for what cooking arrangements among lascars and Sidis on board 
ships may have been, but it is quite possible that the arrangements in London for separate 
cooking for communities with different eating preferences imitated the model of working 
cosmopolitanism implemented on board ships. Certainly, going by the diverse nature of 
lascar crews themselves who were united by little apart from their religion (lascars were most 
commonly Muslim), difference of origin, language or eating habits did not by default define 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83 Letter in the Standard, reprinted under the heading “The Wreck of the Tasmania” in The Times of India, 
Bombay, May 17 1887, 5. Italics mine.  
84 “Talk Of the Town. An old Anglo Indian. The Wanderer,” The Times of India, Bombay, May 4 1892, 4.  
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shipworker against shipworker. Yet, while lascars could be imagined to be taking pride in the 
skill, discipline and trust vested in their jobs, qualities which were often praised by European 
passengers and crew alike, firemen, usually Sidi, were normally invisible on the upper levels 
of the ship and in public discourse, and if present then only as romanticized “glistening”, 
“jet-black” workers, or as unskilled and sorry spectacles of humanity. The centrality of color 
and race in the colonial gaze thus lay at the base of the production of a specifically racialized 
“black gang” in the case of steamers leaving and entering Bombay (and other Indian Ocean 
ports)- a difference enforced by the spatial invisibilizing of the Sidi’s body engaged in grimy, 
grueling labor in the belly of the ship.  
 
It is therefore a function of the spatial ordering of power that renders the Sidi or “liberated 
slave” on board the ship invisible on the scene of history, except when he violates this spatial 
prescription, as when faced by death on the shipwrecked Tasmania. On 17th April 1887 a P 
& O steamer, Tasmania, sailing from Bombay to London was wrecked by a reef off the coast 
of Corsica. Though of the total loss of life numbering thirty four not a single person was a 
passenger, and most were lascars and Sidis (apart from the European captain and a few 
officers), still an outraged passenger wrote a letter to the Standard in London about the 
general failure of discipline amongst the crew of the ship and specifically about the “utter 
and lamentable collapse” of the predominantly “lascar crew”85. Not only had several of the 
lifeboats been lost in the process of lowering them, in Mr. Allen, the correspondent’s 
opinion, due to the inefficiency and “panic” of the lascar crew, who were “impervious alike 
to order, remonstrance or threat”, but more inexcusably, a few Sidi firemen had apparently 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 Letter from G.W Allen in the Standard, reprinted under the heading “The Wreck of the Tasmania” in The 
Times of India, Bombay, May 17 1887, 5. 
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“calmly cut the rope before [their] eyes” and stolen one of two improvised rafts, in a bid to 
escape before their turn. This obnoxiously privileged and racist letter set off a chain of 
correspondence, from passionate critics and supporters of lascars alike.  
 
Another Englishman followed Allen in saying that “it [was] well known what sort of men 
these lascars [were], and that from the first moment that any danger assailed the vessel they 
would be wholly devoid of even the show of discipline. Of course, we are well aware that for 
stoking the furnaces during some portions of the passage, and especially through the length of the Red Sea, the 
assistance of lascars is very desirable, and, indeed, almost imperative. Still, for the safety and comfort of 
the passengers, a fair proportion of white men ought to be a sine qua non.”86 A woman, Miss 
Habgood, who had partaken of that “delightful passage from Bombay until the calamity 
occurred”, volunteered that “the lascar crew were worse than the ladies would have been in 
their places—completely lost their heads and thought only of saving themselves.”87 In sum, 
as one of the defenders of the native crew of the Tasmania pointed out, Sidis and lascars 
were blamed not only for losing the lifeboats to a rough sea, but for dying.88 In response to 
the accusation that “lascars have no stamina, and …. [they] die off like rotten sheep, in cold 
weather… and in any serious case of emergency they are worse than useless”, several 
Englishmen who had served on P & O steamers, fierily rejoined that they had never seen a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Ibid. Italics mine.  
87 Ibid.  
88 This is not conjecture, but openly stated by those attacking the P & O Company for employing a 
“disproportionate” number of lascars and Sidis. Allen himself ended his letter saying, “The deaths were almost 
wholly among the Seedee boys and lascars, from cold and exposure.” Another passenger, Roughton, even 
added regarding the native crew that “these men began to die in the most horrible manner, quite early in the 
afternoon of the 17th, and the contemplation of their sufferings must have added infinitely to the horror of 
their position to those of us (the great majority) who were unused to such sights.” Letter from James W. 
Roughton in The Times of India, Bombay, May 24 1887, 5.  
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lascar dying from exposure, that they “stand cold quite as well as Europeans” and “that they 
do our work better than any European crew could is beyond question”.89  
 
What is more important for our inquiry into the working conditions of Sidis and “liberated” 
slaves on board however, is that most of the defence of lascars came at the cost of the 
reputation of the Sidis. A commander and commodore of the P & O Company’s fleet 
pointed out in his letter to the Standard on April 30, “I fancy that it will be proved, when the 
trial takes place, that the men who misbehaved at the trial of the Tasmania were not lascars, 
but the native firemen and the Seedee, or African coal trimmers.”90 The distinction was again 
made, though less directly, in a defensive article published in the Globe, which describes a 
favorable history of the value and ability of the lascar, and points out that the deck crew of P 
& O steamers consist of lascars, “used to designate native Indian and Malay seamen 
generally”, while their engine room crews consist of “coal trimmers, mostly African “seedie 
boys”; and stokers native of Bombay, amounting in all to about 50 more.”91 A few days later 
another sympathetic passenger reiterated that “it was the Seedee boys and not the lascars 
who died of cold.”92 
 
A few days later (June 16 1887) the lascars of the Tasmania themselves gave an interview to 
a bilingual newspaper, the Jam e Jamshed, and the English translation was carried by the Times 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 Letters in The Times of India, Bombay, May 24 1887, 5. 
90 Letter from Fred Cates, Commander of Steamship Rome and the Commodore of the P&O Company’s Fleet, 
in ibid.  
91 Republished in The Times of India, Bombay, May 17 1887, 5.  
92 “The Wreck of the Tasmania: The Vexed Points Cleared up by a Passenger,” in The Times of India, Bombay, 
May 31 1887, 5.  
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of India. The lascar narrative of the incidents on board described how the lascars attempted 
to lower the boats successfully, at risk to their own lives as per orders and even going 
further— testimonies that were verified by the word of European officers—and went on to 
clarify that the seamen who tried to escape on the stolen raft were in fact Sidi firemen and 
coal trimmers, not lascars. Their interview, published as an English statement in the Times, 
goes on to say: 
With such encouragement and guidance from officers, if we, who have eaten the salt 
of the company for so many years, were called upon to risk our lives in perilous times to 
save our ships, we would work away cheerfully and manfully, not caring a jot for the 
consequences. We remained without food or water, unsheltered and unprotected, for  
nearly twenty-seven hours. Some of the men of the engine-room crew, the Seedee firemen and the 
coal-trimmers, began to die in the evening. They were necessarily very scantily clothed, as they had to work 
near the hot furnaces, as were also those men who came to relieve them when their watch 
for the day was over. Of the lascars only two men died doing their duty, and yet we have heard 
that on the representation of one or two of our passengers, the English Press raised a cry 
and denounced us as a class.93  
 
 
There were no strong words of censure from the lascars directed towards the Sidis, instead 
there was some understanding of the Sidis’ exceptional suffering—but ultimately they too 
sought to protect their reputation from association with the Sidis. A Times editorial on June 
27, seeking to repair the damaged reputation of the lascar, further emphasized the difference 
between lascar and Sidi94. However, they added some words in favor of the Sidi too, which 
hint at the true bind of their plight— 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93 “Statement by the Lascar Crew of the Tasmania,” in The Times of India, Bombay, June 16 1887, 4.  
94 “The error may in part be attributed to a wrong use of the word “lascar.” Some of the writers seems to have 
classed all natives on board, seamen as well as furnacemen, as “lascars;”… Now Seedee boys and lascars are a 
different class of men altogether, almost as different as are English sailors from lascar sailors. That some Seedee boys on the 
Tasmania played a cowardly and treacherous part in cutting adrift one of the rafts is borne testimony to by all. 
That the lascars had no hand in this act, or, indeed, behaved otherwise than with true gallantry all through the 
terrible trial appears now to be as conclusively proved…. Thus the .. [lascars] were made to bear the odium of a 
reproach which should not have fallen at all upon them…. That a gallant class of men were unwittingly 
wronged is now clear…” The Times of India, Bombay, June 27 1887, 4.  
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  Still in the interests of justice a word must be said even for the poor Seedee boys, 
who when morning dawned were found dead in the rigging or on deck. They were in 
simple fact roundly blamed for dying, as if to die under such circumstances were matter 
for blame. On the steamer striking they came up to the deck with hardly a loin cloth to 
cover their bodies, from a temperature of some 150° to a cold wind of 46° and a still 
colder sea. In this sorry plight, shelterless and provisionless, for seven and twenty hours, 
it is cold hearted brutality to speak of them as having “died off like rotten sheep.” Taking 
the correspondent who denounced in the most uncompromising terms the mortality 
among the native crew, we can show even from his words that no European could have 
survived under similar circumstances. Describing the scene in the smoking room, he 
spoke of “the pitiful cry of the lascar or Seedee boy, who would force himself 
desperately into the doorway… and who was in mercy to the rest ejected only to die of 
exposure in the open.” It is to be remembered also that even the brave first officer had 
to be nursed back to life in the arms of some of his companions after twelve hours’ 
continuous exposure on deck. As for the other Seedee boys who cut the rope of the raft, 
we need only say now that they paid dearly for their treachery, all but one of their 
number perished from cold before they reached the shore.95  
 
 
The Sidi was thus either consigned to die on board, clinging to the rigging, soaked and 
scantily clothed in the cold and forbidden to enter the dry smoking room where the 
European passengers and crew were resting with blankets, or to die at sea as punishment for 
their “treachery” and “cowardice” in seeking to save themselves.  
 
Space on the ship was no metaphor- it was rigidly apportioned according to class, labor and 
race, and in bad weather these rules decided which lives were worth saving more, and Sidi 
stokers and trimmers inevitably came last. While the controversy around the Tasmania 
brought unusual details to the fore, the precarity of Sidi (and lascar) life on board steamers in 
the Indian Ocean was quite the norm. Another shipwreck near Socotra in July 1897, had a 
similar story, though with opposite outcomes. All the passengers who escaped on lifeboats 
were washed away and died at sea, while of the thirty four people who survived, most were 
native crew (sixteen firemen, nine lascars and nine saloon crew) who had been left behind on 
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board the wrecked steamer where they waited for seventeen days before being rescued. In a 
pattern of space privileging reminiscent of the Tasmania, the nine remaining passengers on 
board slept in the two cabins that were not waterlogged, while the native crew “had to 
remain almost nude, covering only their loins, as they had to live in water both day and 
night.”96 That the firemen on this boat were Sidis too is likely—the man who devised a 
contraption to condense freshwater, “which was much appreciated and relished” by all, was 
a Sidi serang, Abdulla Mubarak.  
 
Back on land 
These then were the conditions of Sidi labor at sea. The liberation of these formerly enslaved 
Africans was supposedly vested in their freedom to offer their labor in return for a wage. But 
this labor, though sold as a commodity at the recruiter’s office at Bombay’s port, was only 
consumed in the “indescribable” conditions of the 150° stokehole, far from the view of the 
deck, that veritable “Eden of the innate rights of man”97 where paid European passengers 
grumbled about the absence of complimentary champagne98 and watched lascars perform 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
96 “Loss of the SS Aden. Narrative of the Native Crew. Seventeen Days on the Wreck,” in The Times of India, 
Bombay, July 12 1897, 5.  
97 “The consumption of labour-power is completed, as in the case of every other commodity, outside the 
market or the sphere of circulation. Let us therefore, in company with the owner of money and the owner of 
labour-power, leave this noisy sphere, where everything takes place on the surface and in full view of everyone, 
and follow them into the hidden abode of production… The sphere of circulation or commodity exchange, 
within whose boundaries the sale and purchase of labour-power goes on, is in fact a very Eden of the innate 
rights of man... When we leave this sphere of simple circulation or the exchange of commodities, which 
provides the ‘free-trader vulgaris’ with his views, his concepts and the standard by which he judges the society of 
capital and wage-labour, a certain change takes place, or so it appears, in the physiognomy of our dramatis 
personae. He who was previously the money-owner now strides out in front as a capitalist; the possessor of 
labour-power follows as his worker.” Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy Volume I, trans. Ben 
Fowkes (London: Penguin Books, 1976/1990), 279-280.  
98 “I am sorry to criticize the P. and O. unfavourably, for I have travelled by them in their palmy days, when 
everything was done on the most luxurious scale, and passengers were supplied twice a week with unlimited 
champagne at dinner without any extra charge. Those days have long since passed…”  “The Wreck of the 
Tasmania,” in The Times of India, Bombay, May 25 1887, 3.  
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their “cat-like” labor99. The invisibility and danger of their working conditions could hardly 
have escaped Sidi laborers, or failed to play a part in their forms of socialization when on 
land in Bombay. Spending weeks at sea working mostly in the company of fellow Sidis and 
Arabs with only each other to count upon for survival in times of crisis, would undeniably 
have created bonds of affinity which would have carried on to land.  
 
As we will see next, the very process of recruiting this steamship labor played a role in 
welcoming new African arrivals in the city into a community that offered the means of 
securing a job, protection and housing in an expanding and overcrowded port city that 
denied the Sidi any freedom of movement or dignity. What this chapter has demonstrated is 
that the fact of this very specific labor being reserved for Africans in Bombay was not 
incidental or philanthropic but structural. The abolition of slavery in the Indian Ocean 
produced both a discourse about “free” labor measured in wage time and the need for cheap 
labor to replace that which was formerly performed by slaves. While the system of 
indentured labor became the main substitute for slavery, the place of Africans at sea 
remained of interest to colonial administrators primarily because of their capacity for manual 
labor. It was the very discourse amongst colonial Indian Ocean administrators around the 
black body centralizing the question of “gainful” African labor that decided where “liberated 
slaves” would find employment, be it in Bombay or Aden or Zanzibar.  
 
 
Most of the extant and rich body of scholarship on Sidi communities in Bombay and 
Gujarat, by virtue of its ethnographic approach, focuses on the cultural (singing, drumming 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99 “These men possess one especial attribute in the facility with which they can go up aloft. They are 
exceedingly catlike when in the rigging, and seem to “hang on by their eyelids” with consummate ease.” Article 
from the Globe reproduced in The Times of India, Bombay, May 17 1887, 5.  
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and healing) practices of these communities, traditions which are very much alive today. 
Historical research on other aspects of these communities’ pasts are restricted by the 
obvious difficulty of finding written Sidi sources, but the studies that do exist are clear that 
Africans have been present on the western coast of India (and Hyderabad and Karnataka) 
for centuries before the British started sending Africans to Bombay. Sidis certainly existed in 
Bombay before the arrival of the “liberated slaves” of the nineteenth century, but the 
specifically working class, dockyard and ship-laboring Sidi community was a nineteenth 
century phenomenon. The becoming of Bombay as an Indian Ocean port city in the 
nineteenth century was part of the same process of economic and political restructuring of 
the western Indian Ocean that brought new African men, women and children to the city. 
The Sidis were a maritime community. So it is unsurprising that a 1912 account of a Sidi 
dance should describe someone in the audience who “shouts that he sails by the P & O 
“Dindigul” the next day and intends to make a night of it” and another who is “wearing the 
South African medal and says he earned it as fireman-serang on a troopship from these 
shores.”100 Knowing the history discussed above makes it possible to understand the oft-
discussed cultural practices of the Sidis in the light of the economy of labor that they staffed 
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Building homes in host cities: Sidi jamats  and the riots of 1874 
 
“Aap Hazrat Bilal se hi shuru karna.”  
“Please start (our story) from Hazrat Bilal,” Maqwa Sidi Abdul Rauf insisted, when I met 
him in July 2016. The current mujawar (caretaker) of the Sidi shrine of Bava Gor in the Sidi 
Mohalla (name of the Sidi neighborhood) of Mumbai, Sidi Rauf first introduced himself as 
Abdul Rauf, then added, “Sidi likkhiyega” (Please write ‘Sidi’), “Uske pehle maqwa, yaani is 
jamat ka patel” (Before that write ‘maqwa’, which means the patel (head) of this jamat). Contrary to the 
construction of India’s Sidis and Habshis (African Indians) in scholarly literature as subjects 
of enquiry precisely due to their Africanness (i.e., their African origins and cultural 
retentions), Sidi Abdul Rauf insisted on emphasizing his community’s beginnings in 
Arabistan (Arabia), with Hazrat (saint) Bilal. Bilal ibn Rabih was a manumissioned slave (a 
“Habshi”, in the words of Sidi Rauf) and one of the earliest converts to Islam, a companion 
of Prophet Muhammad and the first muezzin (man who issues the call to prayer) of Islam.  
 
This story of Sidi descent from Bilal ibn Rabih is one shared by different units of the African 
diaspora across South Asia. Sidi Rauf however went further in emphasizing the Sidi 
connection with Arabia. He insisted that I name every instrument in that shrine in all three 
languages- Arabic, Swahili and “Bambaiyya” (Mumbai Hindi). He went on to say that his 
modern day neighbors in the Sidi Mohalla in Mumbai were mostly “Arabi baddus” (Arab 
Bedouins), who were basically the same as Habshis and Sidis. “Habshi, Arabi baddu, sab ek 
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hi hai” (Habshi and Arabi baddu are one and the same.)101 Here I study how enslaved Africans 
“liberated” by the British at sea became Sidis in Bombay.  
 
Referred to in colonial and missionary archives as “liberated slaves” or “Bombay Africans”, 
being Muslims in the Sidi jamat was the identity these workers scripted for themselves against 
the express desire of their “liberators”. How was a Muslim Sidi community formed from 
amongst the displaced Africans of diverse origins in the city? Further, why did Sidis take to 
the streets and attack Parsi houses, liquor shops and fire temples in 1874 and does religious 
difference explain it all, as historiography would have us believe? I begin my inquiry about 
community formation in Bombay with Sidi Rauf’s narrative to take into account his 
perceived sense of affinity with “Arabistan”, extending to include Arab (probably Omani102) 
Bedouins, a group not usually studied in academia alongside South Asians of African origin. 
And yet, both in the government’s records on the Parsi-Muslim riots of 1874 and in the 
Church Missionary Society’s African Asylum reports on African slaves sent to live in India, 
the proximity of poor Africans and Arabs in the city of Bombay is a recurring feature. What 
was earlier, on the ocean, a relation of power between Arab slave trader and African slave 
was often succeeded by a relation of occupational and religious coexistence, once freed 
slaves and poor Arab migrants103 found jobs side by side in the port economy of Bombay.   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101 Notes from the author’s interview with Maqwa Sidi Abdul Rauf, 24th July 2016. Mumbai, Sidi Mohalla, 
shrine of Bava Gor.  
102 Patricia Risso. Oman & Muscat: An Early Modern History (London: Croom Helm, 1986).  
103 It is important to note that ‘Arab’ connotes a wide spectrum and needless to say, not all Arabs in nineteenth 
century Bombay belonged to the same economic class as Africans and Sidis, and certainly not Arab merchants. 
The Arabs referred to here were mostly poor migrants from Yemen, often employed in the stokeholes of 
steamships along with Sidis, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, as were the “baddus” that Sidi Rauf 
refers to, descended from Omani Bedouins.  
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African men and women in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Bombay mostly lived 
in Sidi chawls (tenements) in the wards of Umerkhadi, 2nd Nagpada and Khara Talao- the men 
working as firemen on steamships and dock laborers and women as domestic help. A few 
younger African males lived as Christians in missionary houses such as the one maintained 
by Reverend Price at Chinchpoogly, learning trades and scripture at the Robert Money 
School or the Indo British Institution, though most of the “liberated” slaves sent to 
missionaries lived at the African Asylum outside Bombay city, at Sharanpur (near Nasik). 
Where one lived was particularly important because sites of dwelling in the rapidly growing 
port city of Bombay determined to a great extent the shaping of orders and spaces of 
belonging that also became the basis of much public action. Dwelling, in turn, was 
influenced by occupation, which was often organized according to ethnic groups, with labor 
being arranged through regional or caste networks. The factors that went into the 
construction of communities as orders of belonging in late nineteenth century Bombay were 
therefore multifarious and complex, contrary to contemporary British understandings that 
privileged religion as the primary marker of communal belonging104, as well as to later 
Marxist depictions of class as the sole determinant. I argue that the jamat of Sidis was formed 
at the intersection of religion and class, between the dynamics of spatial cohesion (in 
housing, socialization and worship) and spatial transgression (in the riots of 1874).  
 
Rajnarayan Chandavarkar says, “it was wealth rather than religion, caste or race that 
determined residential patterns” in Bombay105. The tendency of people of similar professions 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104 Note for example, S. M. Edwardes’ classification of all history and community under headings of religion in 
The Rise of Bombay: a Retrospect  (Bombay: Times of India Press, 1902).  
105 Rajnarayan Chandavarkar, History, Culture and the Indian City (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 
19.  
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and incomes, particularly amongst the working class, to live together explains the habitual 
proximity of Africans (Sidi as well as Christian) and Arabs in late nineteenth century 
Bombay. Chandavarkar is certainly correct when he says that social segregation in Bombay 
was more stringent in imagination than in practice, where class was a much more pressing 
factor in organizing housing patterns. Nevertheless, wealth or occupation was never the sole 
determinant of dwelling patterns, nor of community-feeling and action. Arabs and Africans 
shared other important affinities- language (Arabic) in some cases, and Islam. However, 
none of these affinities and particularly not religion, existed in isolation from other factors, 
most importantly class. Thus, the urban conflict between some Muslims and Parsis in the 
city of Bombay in 1874, though fought declaredly for reasons of religion, saw clashes 
overwhelmingly between working class Muslims, specifically Sidis and Arabs, and petty 
bourgeois Parsis, with both groups being criticized and distanced by wealthier Muslims and 
Parsis.  
 
This chapter enquires into the participation of Sidis in the riots of 1874 as a way to probe the 
question of how displaced Africans came to build homes and orders of belonging in their 
host city, and to understand the place of Islam in the formation of the Sidi self. I argue that 
the colonial idea of what constituted communities in Bombay, organized primarily around 
religion, failed to comprehend and thus control what were in fact far more complex 
amalgamations of multiple affinities- religion, class, place of origin and language. Amongst 
the Muslims of Bombay and Sidis specifically, this complex conglomeration of affinities was 
expressed in the jamat, the neighborhood caste-like social structure or community with the 
most immediate relevance and power in the quotidian lives of its members. Further, I 
emphasize the importance of sites of dwelling in the process of building homes and 
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communities. Both the riots of 1874 and missionary records display the crucial role of 
inhabited space in the formation of Sidi jamats or Christian homes for displaced Africans. 
The riots in particular must be seen in the light of the increasing politicization of urban 
space beginning in the late nineteenth century. As space in the city itself became a ground of 
contestation, riotous violations of spatial restrictions became the means by which Sidis, some 
of the most politically and spatially disenfranchised people in the city, registered their 
protest.  
 
The chapter begins by situating the Sidi or more broadly the figure of the African in South 
Asian historiography, and the difficulty of locating an archival voice for the working class 
Sidi. Arguing that the event of the riot itself as well as the riot records must be read against 
the grain as a means and archive of Sidi self-expression, the chapter then proceeds to outline 
the processes by which a Sidi community in nineteenth century Bombay came together.  The 
second section deals with the materiality of Sidi belonging and the importance of dwelling 
space, jobs and marriage, while the third section discusses the development of urban space 
as a site of political contestation in the second half of the nineteenth century.   
 
With the material context of belonging and the politics of space in the city thus understood, 
the final section of the chapter discusses the events of the riot itself. It argues that Islam, for 
the protesting Sidis and Arabs in 1874, was not a universal truth that needed defending from 
non-Islam, but a particular working class form of Islam that played a significant affirmative 
role in the social life of the Sidi. If Sidis largely came to recognize their place in Bombay city 
“not by the properties and attributes of [their] own social being but by a diminution, if not 
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negation, of those of [their] superiors,”106 it was Islam and a genealogy of respect traced back 
to Bilal ibn Rabih that enabled them to fashion a self based on affirmation, not negation. It 
is this constellation of religion, class and spatial displacement and disenfranchisement that 
explains Sidi jamat formation as well as their participation in the riots of 1874.  
 
This chapter covers the last four decades of the nineteenth century, when Bombay was 
transitioning from a port economy to a mill-based economy107, with a special focus on the 
years leading up to the riots of 1874. The changing demographics of labor in the city were 
also reflected in the riots as the century progressed and turned, with the seafaring Sidis and 
Arabs in the rioting crowds of 1874 being replaced largely by mill-workers108 who came to 
Bombay from all over the subcontinent. After the riots of 1874 the Bombay Government 
became progressively less receptive to the idea of accepting “liberated slaves” on the 
grounds of their “excitable and turbulent” 109  nature, and the practice was gradually 
discontinued 1890 onwards. By the time a new police commissioner, S.M. Edwardes came 
around to write about Bombay, including its Sidis, in 1912, not only had this group dwindled 
in numerical strength110, but it had also outgrown its earlier reputation as a “source of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 Ranajit Guha. Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (Duke University Press: Durham and 
London, 1999), 18.  
107 The number of mills in Bombay rose from ten in 1865 to over a hundred in 1900. Hazarisingh, The Colonial 
City and the Challenge of Modernity.   
108 Kidambi, The Making of an Indian Metropolis.  
109 ‘File 5/65 I Question of disposal of emancipated slaves and proposal to check traffic between Muscat, 
Oman and Zanzibar’. IOR/R/15/1/200: 18 Jan 1889-14 Jul 1905. India Office Records, British Library, 
London. 
110 “The total Sidi population has slightly decreased since 1881; but the number of those resident in Umerkhadi, 
their chief stronghold, is actually larger than it was twenty years ago.” S.M.Edwardes, Census of India-1901, Vol. 
XI: Bombay (Town and Island). Part V: Report (Bombay: Times of India Press, 1901), 52.  
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danger”111, to be depicted increasingly as a docile, hard working group, that retained 
nevertheless its association with maritime labor.112  
 
Africans in South Asia and the Archive 
South Asian African communities have commonly been the center of two lines of inquiry. 
Historians have focused on the study of the military slaves of Abyssinian origin, known as 
Sidis or Habshis, who fought in the ranks of medieval South Asian sultanates, from the 
Delhi Sultanates of the thirteenth through fifteenth centuries, through the Mughals to the 
sixteenth century Deccan Sultanates. Certain figures like Malik Ambar, the famous minister 
of the Nizamshahi dynasty in the sixteenth century who became the scourge of the Mughal 
emperor Jahangir113, and dynasties such as the Sidis of the island Janjira bordering Bombay, a 
formidable threat to the British in their early years in Bombay, who continued to rule Janjira, 
Sachin and Danda-Rajpuri till 1947114, have been the subjects of detailed historical accounts. 
The study of non-elite South Asian African communities on the other hand has mostly been 
the purview of anthropologists and ethnomusicologists. Making culture a significant domain 
of enquiry, a wide body of ethnographic literature has bequeathed to us much of what we 
know about late twentieth and twenty first century Sidis and Habshis of Gujarat, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
111 ‘File 5/65 I Question of disposal of emancipated slaves.’ 
112 Stephen M. Edwardes, By-Ways of Bombay (Bombay: D.B. Taraporevala Sons and Co, 1912), 88.  
113 Richard Eaton, A Social History of the Deccan, 1300-1861: Eight Indian Lives (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005). Omar Hamid Ali, Malik Ambar: Power and Slavery across the Indian Ocean (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2016).  
114 D.R. Banaji, Bombay and the Sidis (Bombay: Macmillan, 1932). R.R.S. Chauhan, Africans in India: From Slavery to 
Royalty (New Delhi: Asian Publication Services, 1995). Richard Pankhurst, “The Ethiopian Diaspora: the Role 
of Habshis and Sidis from Medieval Times to the End of the Eighteenth Century,” in Shihan de Silva 
Jayasuriya and Richard Pankhurst eds. The African Diaspora in the Indian Ocean (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 
2003). Rahul C. Oka and Chapurukha M. Kusimba, “Siddi as Mercenary or as African Success Story on the 
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Maharashtra, Karnataka, the Shidis of Baluchistan, the Chaush or Yemeni-Habshis of 
Hyderabad, and their ideas about the past, belonging and nation as expressed through 












     
                           
Figure 6 
Sidis of Bombay. Picture from S. M. Edwardes, By-ways  o f  Bombay (Bombay: D.B. Taraporevala Sons & Co., 
1912). 
Consequently, there is a significant lacuna in the history of non-elite South Asian communities 
with African pasts.116 The lives of nineteenth century Christian Africans, many of whom 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 Helene Basu ed., Journeys and Dwellings: Indian Ocean Themes in South Asia (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2008). 
Amy Catlin-Jairazbhoy and Edward Alpers eds., Sidis and Scholars: Essays on African Indians (Trenton, NJ: Red 
Sea Press, 2004). Pashington Obeng, Shaping Membership, Defining Nation: The Cultural Politics of African Indians in 
South Asia (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2007). Kiran Kamal Prasad, In Search of an Identity: An Ethnographic 
Study of the Siddis in Karnataka (Bangalore: Jana Jagriti Prakashana, 2005).  
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returned to East Africa and became famous in colonial chronicles as the “Bombay Africans” 
have completely gone missing from the history of South Asia, and those of the more 
numerous working class Muslim Sidis who were an important element of the port economy 
of mid to late nineteenth century Bombay, have been largely overlooked. Non-elite South 
Asians of African origin therefore become objects of interest for students of African 
diaspora, and rarely for students of South Asian history. The bias has its roots in the nature 
of sources. Not only are sources from the working class Sidi community of nineteenth and 
twentieth century Bombay non-existent, the importance of the Sidi presence in the city is 
calculated in terms of their numerical strength as represented in the census. Thus, urban 
historians like Jim Masselos gloss over communities such as the Sidis by relegating them to 
footnotes because in the 1901 census of India they were “numerically insignificant”117.  
 
Numerically, the 626 people born somewhere in Africa and living in Bombay by 1901 
formed a mere 0.1% of the total city population of 776,006.118 However, as the previous 
chapter has argued, the importance of Sidis in Bombay’s port-city past lay not in their 
numbers, but in their production as a very specific category of laborers who staffed a 
booming steamship economy in the late nineteenth century, and their identification in 
popular culture with steamships and stokeholes. Some of the closest observers of Muslim 
life in Bombay, Christian missionaries, were always clear to note the presence of Sidis at the 
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117 Jim Masselos, The City in Action: Bombay Struggles for Power (New Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press, 
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harbors and on ships and even prescribed Kiswahili as one of the languages advisable for a 
missionary in Bombay to learn.119 Sidis were an object of both missionary interest and 
colonial governmental concern all through the late nineteenth century, and for the latter 
particularly after their participation in the riots of 1874 and outbreaks of violence during 
plague searches in 1898. In 1877, for example, a Church Missionary Society missionary wrote 
in his annual report about the society’s Mussulman Mission, “Let us present to ourselves the 
vast field of the Muslim before us in the city of Bombay…. Then we have thousands of East 
Africans, Arabs, Persians, Afghans, Beluchis + some Turkish, Somali + Malay stragglers; 
amongst all these scarcely any Mission work is carried on. Our African Catechist W. Jones 
gave a share of his labour to the Africans till he was claimed by the Society’s East Africa 
Mission + Catechist Gabriel laboured partly among the Arabs till the Mussulman Mission 
was broken up.”120 Both Africans and Arabs in the city of Bombay therefore, were anything 
but “insignificant” or invisible to missionaries and the government.  
 
On the other hand, locating other Indian perspectives on the nineteenth century working 
class Sidis of Bombay specifically is nearly as impossible as finding Sidi voices in the 
archives. If anything, these men and women from Africa have merged today in popular 
consciousness and history along with various other communities classed under the broad 
heading of “Bombay Muslims”. Accordingly, the riots of 1874 are commonly called the 
second Parsi-Muslim riots of the nineteenth century (the first was in 1851), following 
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colonial and Parsi nomenclature in English language reporting during and after the riot. The 
fact that the Muslim participants of the riot were almost exclusively Sidis and Arabs is 
considered irrelevant for understanding the nature of urban violence in post independence 
historiography, even though it is more than evident in the court’s proceedings, newspaper 
reports, and police accounts.  
 
I read the riots of 1874 as one of the few expressions of Sidi presence and protest in the port 
city of Bombay in the late nineteenth century, loud enough to leave traces in the police, 
newspaper and state archive. The riots were were initiated in the name of religion— working 
class Muslim men agitated by a certain Parsi author’s choice of words to describe their 
Prophet’s wife as a “raand” (“prostitute” in Hindi, but may or may not have been used in 
nineteenth century Gujarati to denote “woman”, though usually in a derogatory way) 
attacked a number of Parsi houses of worship, homes and shops on 13 February 1874 with 
cries of “Deen! Deen!” (Religion! Religion!). This led to a spiral of violence over the next week 
in which middle class Parsis were quick to amass with sticks and stones and even retaliate 
when posed with the possibility of danger. However, the riots if studied closely, tell us more 
about the way that Sidis constructed their lives and jamats in nineteenth century Bombay and 
their relationship with both middle class Parsi shop owners and clerks as well as upper class 
Muslims, and nothing about a purportedly singular Muslim community that used Islam as a 
means of aggrandizing power and exploiting the sentiments of the “disrespectable” classes 
and “badmashes” (hooligans).  
 
Further, the riots of 1874 indicate the growing politicization of urban space, as inequality 
both racial and economic came to be experienced spatially by the city’s native residents. The 
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roots of this politicization lay in the crowded conditions of urban housing for the working 
classes, the colonial municipal administration’s inequitable spatial distribution of resources, 
and its attempt to regulate native access to public spaces during feasts and festivals such as 
Mohurrum and Holi. Jim Masselos has argued that the mobilization logic of all riots and 
protests, religious or political, in nineteenth and twentieth century Bombay, was based on the 
same behavioral discourse of the locality whose residents had a collective past of attending 
festivals and other crowd events together121. In his reading, the act of amassing in the 
locality’s streets to protest the Prince of Wales’ visit in the early 1920s, an evidently political 
protest, was governed by the same habits of locality-based mass action as that of the 
religious riots of 1893. I argue that the same structure of locality based self-identification and 
crowd action was at work in the Sidi/Arab-Parsi riots of 1874 as well.  
 
I push further than Masselos in suggesting a fundamentally political character in the spatially 
inscribed Sidi protest of 1874. Masselos observes that crowd action in Bombay between 
1870 and 1874 was primarily directed against individuals and other social groups, not at 
embodiments of the British Raj. It is not feasible therefore, he concludes, to interpret the 
fifty-four incidents of violence involving four people or more between 1870 and 1874 as 
“representing inchoate responses to the power structure of the Raj.”122 While it is true that 
the Sidis and Arabs in the crowds of 1874 exclusively sought to attack sites and symbols of 
their Parsi neighbors, and nothing that was British or European, the crucially political nature 
of their protest is not in their declared object of attack, but in their mode. The riots of 1874 
were a major spatial disruption in the history of the city, with poor Sidis and Arabs 
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deliberately violating the spatial restrictions dictated by religion and property by breaking 
into Parsi fire temples, houses and shops. The sheer choice of physical vandalism of sites 
that forbade entry to the actors suggests powerfully that there was nothing inchoate and 
everything determined about the Sidi statement against the textual offense to their religion.  
 
Sidis as well as their working Arab neighbors were doubly spatially disenfranchised in 
nineteenth century Bombay. On the one hand physical space (for dwelling and leisure) and 
its associated amenities (like water, drainage and light) in nineteenth century Bombay were 
increasingly unequally distributed commodities. On the other hand, while the urban middle 
class mounted a growing critique of this spatial discrimination through vernacular 
newspapers in the years following 1868, groups like Sidis with no formal education had no 
arena for textual expression.   
 
Even when standing in the docks for conviction of a crime Sidis were not given the space to 
defend themselves. All but one of the 62 accused Muslim men in the riots of 13th February 
1874 were represented en-masse by a lawyer and a sergeant in the high court, and never 
questioned individually until after conviction. The exception was the twelve or thirteen-year 
old son of a “wealthy Memon merchant” who claimed he had “only [come] to see”123 the 
riots and was represented individually by a lawyer, and his brother and father were called to 
testify in his favor. The remaining sixty one men were first convicted of “being members of 
an unlawful assembly, rioting, theft, robbery, mischief to the extent of more than Rs. 50, 
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assaulting police officers, damaging a place of worship, with intent to insult the religion of 
the Parsees,”124 on the basis of evidence presented by police officers (British and native), 
British witnesses and Parsi victims. After conviction they were asked what they had to say 
about why no sentence should be passed on them. In response to which “A few of them had 
nothing to say; the majority alleged they were innocent.”125 And all were sentenced to five 
years of rigorous imprisonment. “On hearing the sentence, several of the prisoners began to 
moan and weep” and that is all the space that is afforded to the Sidis of Bombay for any self-
expression that is political.  
 
Tim Creswell has argued that spatial transgression should be studied both as a form of 
politics, and as a means of studying the norms and structures of social power as they are 
inscribed into space (i.e., what is in place and what is out of place). “In other words, 
transgressive acts prompt reactions that reveal that which was previously considered natural 
and commonsense.”126 The participation of Sidis in the riots of 1874 is to be read both as a 
text that reveals the dynamics of power between Sidi shipworkers, and the Parsi liquor store 
owners whose shops they frequented, as well as a conscious protest that used spatial 
transgression as a means of replying to a textual insult. A great part of why the working class 
Muslim riots of 1874 were not seen as political was due to the reaction of the Parsi and 
English language media that insisted on uncovering a plot by educated and scheming 
Muslims to incite the poor, illiterate and “fanatic” lower classes. The police never uncovered 
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any evidence of such a plot, but the Parsi English media remained convinced that the police 
detectives (who were mostly Muslim) were either inefficient or complicit. The sources reveal 
overall an inability to consider working class Sidi and Arab workers in Bombay as capable of 
having an independent subjectivity that could impel them to action. However, if we study 
Sidi lives in nineteenth century Bombay in greater detail and understand the affirmative role 
that Islam played in constituting a subaltern subjectivity that was otherwise mostly built on 
negations, then both an affront to their Prophet and the concomitant destructive violation of 
spatial boundaries becomes understandable.  
 
As Elias Canetti has noted, “the destruction of representational images is the destruction of 
a hierarchy which is no longer recognized. It is the violation of generally established and 
universally visible and valid distances.”127 The specific and directed violence of Sidis and 
Arabs against the inner sanctum of Zoroastrian fire temples and their holy fire cannot be 
seen separately from their attacks on Parsi liquor stores, houses, gas lamps and signboards 
outside shops- all of which were images associated with the same class hierarchy. There was 
a coherent focal point to the Sidi attack- if the Prophet’s family was open to abuse from 
Parsis then so was the faith and property of their Parsi neighbors. But it was a protest as 
much in the language of religion as of property and against the delimiting of space. The 
Sidis, so to speak, refused to “mind their place” and broke into spaces forbidden to them. 
Interestingly, the attack of Muslim laborers was directed not against the highest of the Parsi 
elite, most of whom lived in more comfortable quarters in Fort, further south of Section B 
where the riots broke out, but against their petty bourgeois Parsi neighbors, who were often 
their local liquor sellers.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
127 Elias Canetti, Crowds and Power (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1960,1962), 19. 
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It is not a coincidence that the riots first broke out on Abdul Rohimon Street, which was 
popularly known as Bottlewala or Batliwala Street because of the number of Parsi liquor 
stores on it. The most common theme among news reports in the Times of India about Sidis 
was of stabbings or beatings, often under the influence of liquor, and the few times that the 
owners of the liquor stores were mentioned they were Parsi. Drinking for Sidis, as for many 
of Bombay’s poor, was possibly often as much a necessity for survival as for leisure, taken to 
relieve the immense stress of living in extremely impoverished circumstances. As a Sidi man 
arrested for drinking eau-de cologne with water during Muhurrum when all sale of liquor 
was banned said, “he was in the habit of drinking it to allay the pains of colic.”128 More 
interestingly for our study of the riots, the cologne was supplied to the Sidi by an Irani Parsi 
liquor seller and as the officer on duty remarked, “shopkeepers of the accused’s description 
[i.e., Parsis presumably] were suspected of selling eau-de-cologne to thirsty Mohammedans 
as a substitute for liquor.” Both liquor and the Parsis who owned the neighborhood liquor 
stores were therefore quite likely a regular presence in the lives of Sidis.  
 
David Hardiman has written extensively about the British promoted Parsi monopoly over 
the production and sale of liquor in Gujarat and the development of exploitative relations of 
debt between Parsi liquor merchants and their adivasi (tribal) customers that led to the adivasi 
organized boycott of liquor and of Parsi dealers under the call of the devi or goddess in the 
1920s.129 While the same may not be evidenced about Sidi or Arab debt to their Parsi liquor 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
128 “The Police Courts. A Novel Charge.” The Times of India, Bombay, Oct 21 1885, 3. 




suppliers, the pointed action of the initial riots on 13th February 1874 against the liquor 
stores suggests a definite relationship of antagonism between these small Parsi proprietors 
with shops and houses on the main streets, and their working class Sidi and Arab customers 
who lived in the crowded back streets.  The structural role of the colonial state in this 
equation of class dominance was visible to many: as the Bombay Chabuk, a local newspaper, 
observed in 1869, the government in its policy of granting liquor licenses took care to 
“prohibit the opening of new liquor shops on public roads and in respectable parts of the 
town [but permitted] them to multiply as thickly and as rapidly as possible in quarters 
inhabited by the poor ryots, such as Duncan Road, Grant Road, Kamatipura, Kandewari.”130 
The Sidi riots of 1874 have to be seen within this complex of colonial municipal power, 
Parsi commercial monopoly over liquor and working class dependence on both colonial and 
Parsi benevolence.  
 
On the other hand, the class aspect of the riots are also clearly suggested by the fact that 
though there was much fear among poorer Parsis during the riots131, and lower class Parsi 
individuals may well have been subjects of violence, there is no evidence of targeted violence 
against the Parsi poor from the working class Sidis and Arabs in February 1874. As one of 
the petitions to the government after the riots, from the Muslims of the neighborhood of 
Mazagon claimed, “During the outbreaks of 1851 and 1874, when there were such dreadful 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
130 “Report of Native Papers 1869,” for the week of 13th February 1869, MSA, Mumbai.  
131 For example, a group of both landlords and residents of a Parsi chawl (tenement) wrote a petition in 
February 1874 to the Governor of Bombay asking that their “sacred Fire Temple called “Framjee Cawasji 
Ateshberam” and the Parsees residing in its immediate neighborhood… be well and pro efficiently protected 
by sufficient number of Policemen, Europeans and Hindoos, or by a small Detachment of an European or 
Native Regiment, as we have every reason to believe and suspect an uncalled for riot… by those Moslems who 
are now located and frequenting about Two Mosques in the above named vicinity.” ‘Petition from landlords, 
residents of Merwanji Iande? Chawl to HE Sir Wodehouse, Governor and President in Council,’ in Riots 1874, 
Vol 110, Part I, M89-92, MSA, Mumbai.  
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commotions in other places, no riot, or disturbance of any kind took place at Mazagon, or in 
its neighbourhood between the Parsees and Mohomedans who lived peaceably as brethren 
many of them in fact working together in the P. & O. Company’s Dockyard and other places.”132  
 
While the upper class Parsi critics of the riots may have dismissed violence on the part of 
both Parsis and Muslims as propagated by the “lower classes” uniformly, the bulk of the 
violence was actually not between people of the same class. The absence of a generalization 
of Sidi and Arab violence to all Parsis including the elite businessmen of more affluent 
neighborhoods, therefore, does not indicate the absence of class antagonism in the violence 
between neighbors in 1874. It indicates rather that the Sidi protest was directed against the 
inequalities of class as they experienced it in their neighborhoods, most starkly in the 
privileges of dwelling space and commercial monopolies, and that the Sidi experience of 
religion cannot be understood separately from this material reality.   
 
Dwelling in the City of Bombay: the Materiality of Belonging 
The most elementary requirements for building homes for displaced Africans and other 
immigrants in the city were jobs, houses, and families. The problem of housing in Bombay in 
general133 and particularly for ship and dock working Africans is summed up very well in the 
experience of the Christian Missionary Society. As early as 1847, even before securing 
governmental permission to start an asylum for “liberated” African slaves, the corresponding 
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inhabitants of Mazagon,’ in Ibid., M153-156. Italics mine.  
133 Meera Kosambi, Bombay in Transition - the Growth and Social Ecology of a Colonial City, 1880-1980 (Stockholm, 
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committee of the Church Missionary Society (CMS) in Bombay had procured a house in the 
city. When the government initially refused permission the house had to be given up, leaving 
the missionaries with a permanent housing problem in the city.134 On 18th June 1860 
Reverend Gottfried Deimler wrote to the CMS Corresponding Committee about the 
pressing need for a larger house for missionaries in Bombay city.  He was comfortable in his 
current dwelling, he explained, but “on account of the great demand of houses in Bombay 
house-rent has been raised to such a high price” that the missionary allowance was not 
enough to procure a house with “a roomy compound” that the missionaries could then offer 
as refuge to the Africans in Bombay. Deimler’s goal of course was to lure the Christians 
among them and the potential converts away from the influence of their Muslim laboring 
class neighbors. But his analysis of the crucial role of dwelling space and the tyranny of rent 
in Bombay in the lives of displaced Africans, and how this could be used to entice them into 
the arms of Christianity was rather perceptive. His description of the lives of Africans in the 
city identified two key necessities for displaced Africans looking to build homes and lives in 
nineteenth century Bombay- jobs for a livelihood, and houses or rather rooms for shelter.  
All of them [East Africans] with scarcely any exception are by name Muhammedans. A 
few only of the Presidency are Christians, liberated slaves, partly Roman Catholics, partly 
belonging to the Church of England who are laboring in workshops.  
 
These latter are they who ought to be taken care of, guarded against sin, + receive 
regular Christian instruction. But to accomplish this… the Mifsionary ought to have a 
permanent house with a compound where he could easily build small, simple houses or 
godowns for their reception, for which they would pay a small sum.  
 
These Christians would be a point of attraction to others of their countrymen, who 
preferring to pay a reasonable sum to being imposed by Banian merchants might be 
more happy to resort to this place, where a number of huts could give them shelter. 
Thus a great number of the East Africans could be brought under the influence of the 
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Gospel + by the blefsings of the Lord some might be found willing to put themselves 
under stated Christian instruction… Remembering the wandering condition of the East Africans 
at this port + the injurious heathen + Muhammedan contact + influence I am confident 
that no other mode of Mifsionary labour will bear so much upon them as that pointed 
out. Whosoever cares for them is their friend + to him they will listen.135  
 
Deimler’s letter is notable both for his fear of the attraction posed by “Muhammadan 
contact” to homeless Africans in the city, and for his observation that rent-free housing was 
a possible antidote to the threat. The evocation of Africans in Bombay as “wanderers” or 
people without homes was to resurface again in petitions to the governments in Bombay and 
London in 1874, some written in defense of the Muslims of Bombay, and some against. One 
anonymous Muslim petitioner who claimed to be an objective observer of the riots as a 
Bohra (Shia Ismaili) merchant visiting from Bhopal, clarified that the “The disturbers of the 
peace are all strangers and have no permanent place of residence, and are crews on board 
ships and laborers”, naming them as “forty individuals of the same caste (i.e. Sidis).”136 A 
second petition, this time in English, signed by thirty-four Muslim men (in both English and 
vernacular scripts) including a trustee of the Mazagon mosque, stressed that the “excess” of 
the riots had been made by “ruffians who have no Houses or families.”137  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
135 Letter from Reverend Gottfried Deimler to Mr. Robertson of the Corresponding Committee, Bombay, 18th 
June 1860, in Letters and Papers of Rev. John Gottfried Deimler, CMS/B/OMS/C I3 O25, CRL, Birmingham. Italics 
mine.  
136 Important to note that these words are available to me in English, translated from the original. Words  like 
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‘Substance of an anonymous petition to the Honble the Governor in Council dated 18 and received and 
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A similar but more vehement expression was used in a memorial from Parsi inhabitants in 
April 1874 to describe the riots of 15th February 1874 as comprising “not of peaceful 
Mahomedan citizens but of ignorant and savage adventurers frequenting the port of Bombay 
(for such is the character of the Seedees and Arabs who were engaged in the affray).”138 The 
association of Africans with homelessness is not entirely accurate, and while many 
undoubtedly lived on the streets and ships, many Sidis lived in particular parts of the town in 
chawls or tenements, with at least one jamatkhana (community hall) of their own, as we shall 
see further on. Nevertheless, there was truth in the fact that for residents of the city in 
general and for displaced immigrants like Sidis and Africans in particular, having a job, a 
shelter and a family were elementary signs of belonging to a place.  
 
It is nearly impossible to know how displaced Africans in Bombay city felt about where they 
belonged, but something may be inferred by reading missionary records against the grain. 
Reverend Price, one of the CMS missionaries who took the most initiative with the “African 
boys” at the Sharanpur orphanage, near Nasik, always wrote of the “liberated” boys and girls 
with great pride, gave several of them his name, got them married and sent many of them to 
East Africa to aid explorers like David Livingstone. In his narrative these young men and 
women were very glad of the opportunity and eager to return to Africa to aid in the work of 
“the Master”139, whether as apprentices to explorers or missionaries. A solitary letter from 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
138 ‘The Memorial of the Parsee Inhabitants of the City of Bombay, in the East Indies, to the Most Noble the 
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April 1874,’ in ‘Papers Relating to the Recent Riots in Bombay,’ p. 60, in Riots 1874, Vol 110 Part II, M88, 
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Livingstone to the CMS corresponding committee in Bombay in 1872 however, writes very 
disparagingly of the “Nasik boys” sent to his aid. Among other complaints, he calls the 
males liars for repeatedly saying that “Mr. Price told us lies”, because “They know I could 
not relish a clergyman being called a liar.”140  
 
While Livingstone was obviously unable to consider the possibility of African youth being 
more honest than their British Christian self appointed protectors, it is evident from his 
letter that the African men sent to him were keen to return to India. “All their desires in 
Africa were to get back to live in Nasick.” More revealingly for our purposes here, the 
“Nasik boys” claimed Price had informed them “that they were first to go to Mozambique 
and then return to get wives at Nasick.” Livingstone concluded again that “this was evidently 
false” and added that “All pretended they did not know from what tribes they came from.” 
If we look beyond Livingstone’s disbelief then it is quite possible to imagine that men who 
had been stolen from their homes as children had forgotten the names of the African tribes 
they originally belonged to, and sought only to return to the Indian city where they had 
grown up and get married, to build homes there.  
 
Alongside jobs and affordable housing, missionaries themselves were certainly aware of the 
importance of getting their wards married as a means of settling their place in life. In 1864 
Reverend Deimler wrote in his annual letter to the corresponding committee that he hoped 
with the “three East African boys who are preparing at Sharanpur for their work of future 
usefulness in the East African Mission” he would be able to “take steps towards their being sent 
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out married, as has been advised.”141 Again, in his summary we note the simultaneous importance 
of jobs and spouses for Africans in his care: “One of the youths is a smith, another a 
carpenter, and the third a mason: but all three have been also engaged in teaching younger 
boys, and promise well. I wait but for the return and assistance of my dear wife to get them 
married to suitable Christian East African girls.” Going by the lists of names of Africans sent 
to East Africa, Deimler and others succeeded in their goal, and it is highly likely that the 
young Africans who complained to Livingstone about Price had similar expectations of 
getting married.  
 
Another very different source that corroborates the suggestion that missionaries “promised 
wives” to poor male converts comes from the travelogue of a Shia Iranian traveler to 
Bombay in the 1890s. Describing Christian missionaries standing on elevated places at major 
roads he says, they “invite people to the religion of Christ (Hazrat Isa) Peace Be Upon Him, 
and when somebody accepts the religion (aaeen) of that Prophet they give him some money 
and a wife.”142 Wives to start a family with, a stable residence to call a home, and a job to 
make a living by thus appear as elementary necessities of building homes for male 
“liberated” Africans in nineteenth century Bombay, as estimated by the missionaries who 
sought to convert them, and expressed by native Muslims of Bombay who sometimes 
identified Sidis as “strangers” without “houses and families”. As far as female Africans were 
concerned “settling” them as domestic help in Christian households in Bombay or with 
appropriate African youth was the primary missionary concern.   
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CRL, Birmingham. Italics mine.  
142 Ali ibn Hussain Vaqār al-Mulk, Jām-i Jam: Tārīkh-i Hindustān (Tehran: Printing House of Mirza Hussain 
Tehrani, 1322/1904), LPIS, Tehran. 
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A further element of community building was the process by which Africans were recruited 
for labor in the city, which often determined where they lived. As has been argued in the 
previous chapter, the primary employment that most Africans in Bombay found were as 
firemen and coal trimmers on steamships, and the recruitment of this labor was premised on 
an English discourse that saw black bodies as best suited for the most grueling and least paid 
manual labor. The Bombay Government preferred either to send the slaves they freed 
directly into the Indian Navy or to abandon them to make their own futures in the city, the 
exceptions being those who were sent to the care of missionaries and there taught to learn 
some trades (such as blacksmithy, carpentry etc.) as well as languages with the eventual aim 
of returning to East Africa in mind. With a set and highly restricted job market being created 
for them, itinerant Africans in the city found seasonal jobs in steamship companies like the 
P. & O. through the services of Sidi recruiters. An article in the Times of India in 1888 
reported a fight between Sidi firemen and Pathan ship laborers at Victoria dock, describing 
the first man attacked as a “Seedee …. named Sedulla, an employé in the Shipping Office, 
whose business is to procure Seedee stokers for the P. & O. and other companies’ vessels.”143 
Another article from 1883 reported a fight at the P. & O. Company’s dockyard in Mazagon 
where “some forty Seedee and thirty Punjabee firemen had gathered to receive payment and 
sign their articles to be shipped in the Company’s ss. Pekin.”144 The fight broke out when the 
Punjabi serang (leader of the native crew) refused to take Sidi firemen on the job with him.  
 
Both articles attest to more than the existence of conflict between Sidis and other lascar 
crews, most often Pathans. They indicate that stokehole labor was recruited in groups (Sidis, 
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Arabs and Pathans most commonly), and that this labor was ethnically allocated, with the 
work of recruiting being done for shipping brokers by intermediaries who belonged to those 
ethnic groups themselves. Sidis therefore found jobs through knowing other Sidis, and at the 
workplace and in the neighborhood, they defended fellow Sidis in cases of conflict with 
other ethnic groups. The very mechanics of labor recruitment, conditions of labor, finding 
housing and familial support in an over crowded city were crucial elements in the 
construction of an immigrant Sidi community.   
 
The accumulated evidence from the scattered sources of newspapers articles, missionary 
accounts and government papers all attest to the fact that Sidis worked together in the bellies 
of ships, drank together at their neighborhood (mostly Parsi owned) liquor shops, lived 
together as a jamat in Sidi chawls and congregated together in their jamatkhanas (community 
halls). However, none of this should be taken to mean that Sidis were a homogenous group 
themselves. Amongst Sidis too there were groups of sociability, based on the places in Africa 
their members originated from. The detailed composition of the Sidi jamats is hard to study 
due to a near absence of sources, but newspaper articles occasionally mention such place-
based groupings. In 1890 the Times of India reported: “Abdoola Makoonda, Mahomed 
Mabrookh, Halinas Makoonda, Mukhu Feeroz, and Abdool Mabrookh, Mahomedan 
seafaring men of the Seedee caste, were charged…. with rioting near Null Bazaar… It 
appears that there are several factions among Seedees, and the accused belong to one of 
these known as the Zanzibar party, while Ali Sooleman Jooma and a number of others are 
members of another faction.”145 In 1889 a Sidi woman, Simba who went to visit her stabbed 
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son in hospital reported that he told her “he had been stabbed by a Noobee”146, possibly 
meaning someone Nubian or from Sudan. Another article from 1891 described a Sidi man in 
court as “Zoomma Kulphan, a Zanzibari Seedee.”147 Places of origin and language therefore 
remained as important a grounds for building affinities amongst displaced African slaves in 
Bombay as with any other migrant group in the city.  
 
The Politicization of Space and Self-Expression 
At sea, Sidi men worked in the unbearable conditions of the stokeholes in temperatures as 
high as 150° F, with limited if any access to the upper decks. On land, they lived in single or 
multiple storied chawls or tenements, sharing single rooms with whole families or colleagues. 
Overcrowded and insanitary housing was certainly not limited to Sidis, it was a problem that 
affected all of Bombay’s working class population. Chandavarkar has written about the 
conditions of overcrowding in chawls in the mill district in the twentieth century.148 Generally 
speaking about scarcity of dwelling space in Bombay it may be noted that in 1872 the density 
of people per house in Bombay was 20.93 as compared to 7.79 in London, or even 8.62 in 
Calcutta.149  
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In 1897 the Sidi population in Nagpada alone, one of the city sections with a significant Sidi 
population, had been about a thousand150. According to the census of 1901 the greatest 
concentrations of the African population of Bombay were in Umerkhadi, 2nd Nagpada, 
Khara Talao, and in the “Harbour and Docks, Railways and Homeless”.151 Each of these 
areas barring the docks and Nagpada were parts of wards B and C, which had become the 
most densely populated sections of the city by 1872 “in consequence chiefly of the 
commercial delirium of the early sixties,”152 and remained so in 1901 (Figure 7).153 In 
Umerkhadi and 2nd Nagpada in 1881, for example, the density was 525.5 persons per acre 
and 482.4 per acre respectively, as compared to 27 persons per acre in Fort South, the 
principal European and commercial quarter of town and 258.2 persons per acre in Forth 
North, where the richest Parsi and Bhatia merchants were domiciled.154  
 
Umerkhadi in 1901 had the notoriety of having the most number of buildings in B ward, the 
most number of chawls, and “the highest average per occupied house of any single portion of  
the island, namely 42.”155 In some cases occupancy per room was as high as twenty people, 
and three chawls in this section housed between 200 to 350 residents. Muslims formed the 
most numerous community in the section, a majority of whom occupied one roomed 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
150 “House to house visitation in Mahomedan quarters.” The Times of India, Bombay, Mar 25 1897, 5.  
151 S. M. Edwardes, Census of India- 1901, Bombay Town and Island. Volume XIA, Part VI: Tables (Bombay: Times 
of India Press, 1901),  
152 S. M. Edwardes, Census of India- 1901, Bombay Town and Island, Vol XI, Part V: Report (Bombay: Times of 
India Press, 1901), 17.  
153 Ibid., 10.  
154 Ibid., 12.  
155 Ibid., 81.  
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Figure 7 
“Map of the Island of Bombay showing the Religions preponderating in each Section or Census charge.” S. M. 
Edwardes, Census o f  India-  1901 , Bombay Town and Is land , Vol XI,  Part  V: Repor t  (Bombay: Times of India 
Press, 1901), 20.5. The four white sections are the Muslim majority neighborhoods and also among the most 
crowded sections of town- Chuckla, Oomerkharee, Khara Talao and Second Nagpada (as spelt here). Also, in 
Bhuleshwar (neighboring Umerkhadi) Muslims were one-fifth of the population. 
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tenements. Similarly, 2nd Nagpada had the second highest average per occupied house in the 
island after Umerkhadi, with 93 per cent of its Muslim population occupying one-roomed 
tenements.156 In the circle heavily inhabited by Sidis (Circle 1, near Tank Road157), the 
luckiest 36% of its population shared a room with 5 persons or less and the least privileged 
31% shared a room with ten to nineteen people.158  Though these numbers are taken from 
the 1901 census159 and further it is impossible to know from the data what the average room 
occupancy amongst Sidis specifically was, it is fair to estimate that Sidis lived in the poorest 
and most overcrowded parts of town in 1874, as in 1901.  
 
It was only in the late nineteenth century, 1881 onwards, that the working class of Bombay 
began to be pushed out of the old native town northwards by the ever rising tyranny of 
rents. Before the construction of mills in the localities of Parel, Mazagon, Tarwadi, Sewri and 
Kamathipura and the emergence by the twentieth century of a concentrated working class 
neighborhood in Girangaon (the mill district), most of Bombay’s working class had been 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
156 Ibid., 105. 
157 “The localities gone through were Tank-Street, Kazi poora-Street, and places adjacent to these streets. The 
Wagris congregated in a chawl and presented a squalid picture of dirtiness and misery; while the Seedees living 
in another chawl, and amongst whom a plague case was discovered, displayed some feeling in the matter… In 
the locality in which the chawl is situated about a thousand Seedees live.” “House to house visitation in 
Mahomedan quarters.” The Times of India, Bombay, Mar 25 1897, 5. 
158 S. M. Edwardes, Census of India- 1901, Bombay Town and Island. Volume XIA, Part VI: Tables (Bombay: Times 
of India Press, 1901), 236.  
159 Under the classificatory logic of the census Sidis were not counted as a community in themselves and 
classified under “Other Mussalmans.” The imperfections of the census in classifying and enumerating people 
into social categories and its effects in turn on producing terms of social identification has been the subject of a 
great many texts. See for example Bernard Cohn, “The Census, Social Structure and Objectification in South 
Asia,” in An Anthropologist Among the Historians and Other Essays (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 
224-254. Bernard Cohn and Nicholas Dirks, “Beyond the Fringe: The Nation State, Colonialism, and the 
Technologies of Power,” Journal of Historical Sociology 1, no. 2 (1988): 224-229. Nandini Sundar, “Caste as Census 
Category: Implications for Sociology,” Current Sociology 48 (2000): 111-126.  
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fairly evenly distributed in the old native town.160 As Mr D. Gostling, an architect, told the 
Extension Committee in the 1880s, “the rich and the poor have always lived together—the 
former in the principal, the latter in the back streets.”161 While Gostling’s use of the word 
‘together’ is certainly disputable, what this meant was that the disparity of living conditions 
was more starkly visible, as communities of different classes lived in greater proximity. 
Governmental concern over the housing of workers peaked after the plague of the 1890s 
and in 1898 the Government of Bombay created an Improvement Trust with autonomy 
from the Municipal Corporation of Bombay city, to improve sanitation, housing for the 
poor, roads, transportation and land reclamation. Long before the onset of the plague 
however, literate middle class residents of the “native town” had been complaining through 
the medium of vernacular newspapers about the appalling conditions of living in the sections 
of the city inhabited by natives of the middle and lower classes. The bulk of this critique was 
directed against the Municipal Corporation and framed not in the language of charity but of 
rights.  
 
In the late 1860s and 70s, political action and debate in Bombay city was mostly centered 
around the municipal corporation, and the Municipal Commissioner, Arthur Crawford.162 
The bulk of the critique in vernacular newspapers was directed against excessive taxation and 
neglect of the needs of native residents, as well as the absence of representation on the 
Bench of Justices that the commissioner was supposed to be answerable to, but who in fact 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
160 Chandavarkar, Origins of Industrial Capitalism, 168-169.  
161 Proceedings of the Committee on the Future Extension of the City of Bombay, 1877, Appendix. Quoted in 
Chandavarkar, Origins of Industrial Capitalism, 42.  
162 Masselos, City in Action, 46-74.  
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had little power. However since 1868, the weekly report on native newspapers prepared for 
the Bombay government also saw a persistent and growing theme from a number of 
newspapers critiquing the municipality for disproportionately channeling resources towards 
the parts of town inhabited by Europeans and upper class natives, leaving the rest of the city 
dirty, poorly lit, poorly ventilated and ill supplied with water. In May 1868, Jam-e Jamshed, an 
Anglo-Gujarati Parsi weekly, attacking the extravagant expenditures of the municipality 
wrote that none of the money was spent on the sanitary improvements of the “Native 
quarters of the city” where the poor state of garbage disposal and public lavatories made the 
air “offensive” and “poisonous”: 
 With all this expenditure…. what has been done for the health and comfort of the poor 
Native inhabitants of Bombay by Mr. Crawford and by his precious co-adjutor, Dr. 
Hewlett, whose sanitary achievements have been trumpeted forth so loudly? One needs 
only to visit personally the Native and European quarters of the city to get a reply to the query. In the 
former he will see streets carefully kept clean and well-watered; the provision of gas-
lights and of Vehar water properly attended to. But if he visits the Native quarters he will see a 
very different state of things. The streets there are all dirty, with side gutters open, and filled 
with filth. The big boxes which are placed there for collecting the dirt and filth give out 
the most offensive smells and poison the air. The privies in these localities will be found 
in a very bad state. Though a tax at the rate of three per cent is levied for paying the 
sweepers, the privies are not cleaned for days together. The public complaint against the 
bad state of the privies was never at any former time so general and so loud as it is at 
present.163 
 
By December of that year the Sunday Review, had extended the critique to declare that at the 
Municipal Department “The health and the comforts of the Europeans and rich natives only are 
consulted and cared for. Those of others are totally neglected.”164 Over the next few years 
the criticism grew only stronger and more specific. In April 1869 the Report on Native 
Newspapers for the week of 3rd April noted that the “oft repeated complaint against the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
163 ‘Report on Native Papers 1868,’ Week of 23rd May 1868, MSA, Mumbai.  
164 Ibid., Week of 12th December 1868. Italics mine. 
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Municipal Commissioner” about the absence of vehar water and gas light on several streets, 
“though both water and gas rates are levied from the inhabitants”, that appeared in the 
Bombay Chabuk, “have appeared more than once in this and other papers, and have been 
noticed in the weekly summaries.” 165  The spatially unequal distribution of resources 
sometimes widened into a criticism of the restriction of poor native access to certain parts of 
town, such as Esplanade. The emerging language of the rights of tax-payers and the “public” 
and the duties of the municipal administration was thus acquiring a distinctly spatial 
dimension. The Bombay Samachar, on 9th April 1869 evoked the notion of “public money” to 
claim that all spaces in the city should be equally accessible to “European or native”: 
The various improvements which are made on the Esplanade are effected with public 
money, and for the benefit of the public in general, and not of any particular class. Any 
honest person, whether a European or a native, rich or poor, has as much right as any other person to 
walk or drive on the plain. Notwithstanding this, police peons are stationed there for 
preventing poor people from walking or driving in a hired buggy on the fashionable 
road. They threaten them and drive them on roads less agreeable.166 
 
 
By 1870 the criticism sharpened not only to explicitly mention the inequality of conditions of 
the streets of upper class and lower and middle class natives, but also to name some of the 
streets that were most crowded, ill-maintained and depositories of waste. On 7th September 
1870 the Jam-e Jamshed wrote: 
Several thickly populated quarters of Bombay have open side-gutters, and only the drains 
of roads used by Europeans, or inhabited by the upper classes of Natives, are kept clean, 
while those of the localities inhabited by comparatively poorer people, as of Mazagaon, 
Girgam, &c. are neglected, and are reeking with filth.167  
 
Similarly, the Akhbare Sowdagar of 3rd September reproached the municipality  
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166 Ibid., Week of 10th April 1869.  
167 ‘Report on Native Papers 1870,’ Week of 10th September 1870, MSA, Mumbai.  
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… for the bad condition of the roads and quarters in which the middle and poor classes 
of the Native community reside. The former are disfigured with holes and ruts, and the 
latter stink. Not a single pie is laid out in their repair or cleaning… Large funds are spent 
on roads and localities frequented or visited by Europeans or Natives of rank, while the 
quarters inhabited by the poor are left unheeded.168 
 
The Rast Goftar of 6th November was “sorry to see that certain localities of the island of 
Bombay are dirty, the back lanes of Dhobitalao, Sonapur lanes, Girgam, Fanaswadi, 
Bhuleshwar, Mumbadewi, and Mandwi, stink so much… that one who visits these localities 
must hold his nose to prevent inhaling pestiferous smells.”169 On 14th May 1871 the same 
newspaper added two further criticisms of the corporation’s failure to improve “the bad 
condition of the habitations of the working and labouring poor”- poor ventilation in the 
native town, which brought many of the lower class inhabitants to the streets to sleep on hot 
nights, and the appalling lack of public latrines in the most crowded sections of the city. Not 
only was the racial and class inequality in the distribution of the city’s public resources visible 
therefore to the burgeoning vernacular press, it was also very clearly spatialized. The poor 
bore the disproportionate brunt of taxation and their parts of town also saw little in terms of 
benefits from those taxes, a fact that newspapers like the Rast Goftar persevered to point out 
repeatedly and more insistently over the years leading up to 1874:   
The Market, Mambadewi, Chakla, Umarkhadi, Dongri, Bhuleshwar, and Majgam 
together contain a population of three and a half lakhs of souls; and yet no public 
latrines are constructed for their use. In this manner Bombay neglects to afford 
convenience and comfort to the mass of its poor inhabitants, though taxes are levied on 
their trades and professions, on their habitations, on the fuel they burn, the rice they eat, 
and the salt they use!170 
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169 Ibid., Week of 12th November 1870. 
170 ‘Report on Native Papers 1871,’ Week of 20th May 1871, MSA, Mumbai. The collections of reports on 
native papers for the years of 1872 and 1873 were not available at the Maharashtra State Archives.  
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The experience of inequality and discrimination in late nineteenth century Bombay therefore 
had an important spatial element, and the growing middle class was able to express this 
experience in a political language of rights, duties and equality, tied with the logic of taxation 
and representation. That is to say, space itself in nineteenth century Bombay was becoming 
an arena of political contestation, though the tools used by the increasingly political middle 
classes to demand equality were textual (newspaper articles and petitions). These authors 
were aware of the fact that the administration had created an office specifically for the job of 
translating, summarizing and compiling weekly reports on the main issues in newspapers in 
multiple vernaculars, and they used it as a means of communicating their critiques to the 
government, hoping for redressal.  
 
 
Avenues of expression such as newspaper articles and petitions were, needless to say, not 
open to Sidis who made their living from working in stokeholes and docks and slept on the 
streets at night or in overcrowded chawls. In such circumstances, physical space itself was the 
only grounds on which the Sidi’s claims to equality could be staked. In 1885, for example, a 
Sidi dock laborer sat down to rest on the quay after work and was asked by a policeman to 
“move on” because he was apparently in the way of traffic, in return for which the Sidi 
struck the man with his stick. When charged with assaulting a policeman he admitted it and 
said he had done so because “he thought that he had as much right to the Queen’s highway 
as the sepoy, or any other inhabitant of the city.”171 In 1897 another Sidi man was arrested 
for trespassing into the Turkish Consul’s office and threatening to kill him. After demanding 
and being refused a passport to Basra, Mahomed Hoosen is reported to have sat down in the 
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consul’s chair. When ordered to get up and leave he replied, “Why should I; you are a man 
and I am a man. I can sit on a chair just as you do.”172  Instances such as these are few and 
far between in an archive that is structurally premised on the exclusion of non-literate, 
working class voices such as that of the Sidis, and not enough to count as evidence of a 
wider Sidi political consciousness. But they definitely attest to the transgressive potential of a 
Sidi’s stepping out of his assigned spaces and into those forbidden to him, and the likelihood 
that such acts of violating spatial boundaries were often undertaken deliberately by Sidis as 
the only means available to them to protest.   
 
Apart from the characterization of Sidis in the Times of India news reports, inevitably as 
thieves or men fighting under the influence of liquor, the only form of Sidi expression that 
can be gleaned from the archives are in S. M. Edwardes’ narration of Sidi dance and 
drumming rituals in 1912173.  The distinctive nature of Sidi dance, music and healing rituals 
and their affinities with both ngoma rituals in the Bantu regions of Africa as well as South 
Asian Sufi (pir) and Hindu (bhuta) spirit concepts are well attested to in ethnographic 
scholarship on South Asians of African origin. Edwardes’ account of a Sidi “dance” and 
drumming in 1912174 and even some of the terms he uses (lewa, damali) corresponds closely 
with later ethnographic descriptions of Sidi damal and lewa in various parts of South Asia. He 
also describes this “periodic dance” as being performed all night long in the Sidi 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
172 “The Police Courts. Creating a Disturbance in a Consul’s Office.” The Times of India, Bombay, July 10 1897, 
3. 
173 S. M. Edwardes, By-ways of Bombay.  
174 Ibid., 88-94. 
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“jamatkhana”175 which he translates as a “caste-hall”, the word jamat being commonly 
translated in English in the nineteenth and early twentieth century to mean caste. In his 
observations on the ritual he also mentions a Sidi Patel or “elderly headman” Hassan, and an 
“old Patelni” who was “in almost complete control of the female portion of the Sidi 
community.”176  The very creation and preservation of an organic Sidi culture in Bombay city 
is itself to be read as a form of self expression, a means of producing a community and a 
sense of belonging.  
 
The jamatkhana however, besides being a space for communal dancing, ritual healing and 
celebration could very well have been the site for very different congregations and for 
political conversations among Sidis. A closer inspection of the discourse around the riots of 
1874 and its principal events will indicate how.  
 
Riots of February 1874 
 
On 9th February 1874, a group of “influential”177 Muslim men, led by a Kazi (preacher) 
presented themselves to the Commissioner of Police, Henry Souter, in Bombay, protesting 
against the publication of a Gujarati book that they alleged insulted Prophet Muhammad. 
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176 Ibid., 93. 
177 “The publications of this volume came to our knowledge, which hurted very much the feelings of all 
Mahometans. Thereupon our Cazee and other influential men came to know also about the contents of this 
volume, from whence they thought that great disturbance and row would take place; and in order to keep the 
peace they thought better to bring this to the notice of Mr. Souter, the Commissioner of Police; whereupon our 
Cazee and other influential men went and saw Mr. Edington and then Mr. Souter, and gave him the information 
regarding the publication of this book, who received them with greatest respect.” Petition from “the 
Mahometan inhabitants of the City of Bombay” to HE the Right Honourable Sir. P.E. Wodehouse, Governor 
and President in Council, Bombay, 23rd February 1874, in ‘Narrative concerning the riots in the Town of 
Bombay.’ File Nos. 30-41; Page 115 to 143; Home Department; Police; April 1874, National Archives, New 
Delhi. Italics mine.  
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The book itself had been published ten months earlier, but had recently come to the notice 
of a wider Muslim public following the publication of a newspaper article on the subject. 
The author of the book was a Bombay Parsi resident who named his book, rather 
extensively, The Renowned Prophets and Nations, comprising the lives of Zoroaster, Moses, Christ, and 
Mahomet, and Abridged History of the Ancient Aryans, the old Parsees, and Complete History of the Jews, 
the Christians, and the Mahomedans, together with an Account of the Creation of the World from the 
earliest period to the present time.178 The Muslim delegation objected to the book on the grounds 
that the Prophet had been described as having had a son with a “prostitute” called Maria, 
and that was offensive to their religion. Parsi and English language press insisted later in 
covering the riots that the Muslim reaction to the depiction of one of Prophet Muhammad’s 
concubines was excessive, and deliberately provoked.  
 
The words used in Gujarati, according to the defenders of Jalbhoy’s choice of language, 
could only mean “kept woman” or in other words, a “concubine”.179 In fact, however, the 
words used in Gujarati were “raakhelee raand” (“Mohammed ni raakhelee raand Maria nae 
paite Ebrahim namno beto peda thio hutto.”). While “raakhelee” unambiguously means 
“kept woman”, “raand” in popular Hindi is an abusive word meaning prostitute. It is 
possible that in nineteenth century Gujarati ordinary women may have been referred to as 
“raand”, though certainly in a derogatory way. Irrespective of the intention of the author, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
178 Neither the original text nor its Gujarati title was locatable in the archives.  
179 “In narrating the family history of the Mussulman prophet, Mr. Jalbhoy had spoken of the mother of 
Mahomet’s only son as a “concubine” or “kept woman,” using the Guzerati term રાખેલી રાંડ, which is the very 
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fact that it was interpreted to mean “prostitute” by many Muslims across classes is no 
surprise at all. As a summary of the Judicial Department of Bombay outlined in a letter to 
the Secretary of State for India aptly observed: “the translation of the word “concubine”…. 
was more offensive than… the (Parsi) memorialists seem to admit.”180  
 
The Chief Commissioner’s response to the Muslim delegation’s complaint was to recall the 
copies of the book currently in circulation. In response to this conciliatory gesture the 
delegation led by Kazi Abdul Latif called for a meeting on 12th February of “more than a 
hundred members of the different sects of the Mahomedan community, and most of them 
were persons of weight and respectability.”181 As the Commissioner’s detectives as well as 
several attendees reported to him, the meeting was in every way designed to calm the 
sentiments of people. The Bombay Gazette, a newspaper that generally gave over to incendiary 
reporting in the following days, reported on 14th February that at the meeting Kazi Abdul 
Latif stated along with other things that he “trusted that all persons present would control 
the people of their own jamat from the commission of any illegal or offensive acts.”182 
Further, “Mr. Cumroodeen Tyabjee, solicitor, remarked that…it did not in any way appear 
that there was any intention on the part of the publisher to offend or insult the professors of 
Islam, or that he was in any way put up or supported by the Parsee community at large…. 
Under the circumstances, it was the duty of every Mussulman present to impress these ideas 
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February 1874, Bombay, p. 38, in Ibid., M66.  
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upon the minds of the people of their respective jamats and to eradicate all ill-feeling which 
might have temporarily existed.” 
 
Evidently, the efforts of the “respectable” men of various Muslim communities to stop a 
public outbreak, were unsuccessful. Following the Friday prayers at Jama Masjid on Janjikar 
Street in Market the next day, 13th February 1874, a group comprising primarily of poor Sidis 
and Arabs returning from the mosque attacked Parsi houses and shops at the intersection of 
Janjikar Street and Abdul Rehman Street. The rioters were reinforced by more Sidis and 
Arabs who joined from the neighborhood of Chakla, and eventually they also attacked the 
Alibag and Bhendy Bazar Fire Temples, where they not only destroyed and stole property, 
but also extinguished the Zoroastrian holy fire, where none but the Parsi mobeds (priests) 
were allowed access. Five Parsis and eight Muslims were injured and one Parsi man died, but 
the major cost was in Parsi property and prestige, the latter suffering the worst injuries from 
the desecration of their sacred space. The riots on Abdul Rehman Street and Bhendy Bazar 
ended with 62 Muslims, mostly Sidis and Arabs, being arrested.  
 
There were disturbances of a smaller order on Friday involving not Sidis or Arabs but 
Muslims of the weaver caste who threw stones at a Parsi house, and elsewhere at a Parsi 
owned hotel, but were quickly controlled by police. Trouble spiked on Sunday 15th February 
when three Muslim burial processions, including one of a Sidi, made their way together 
(about 300-400 people) to the Muslim burial ground at Sonapur, accompanied by the police 
force. The path to the cemetery lay through areas inhabited by Parsis, a number of whom 
amassed in strength outside the cemetery carrying bludgeons, and according to the police 
account started the assault by throwing stones at those inside the cemetery over the walls. 
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Though the police claim to have controlled the forty or fifty Sidis who jumped over the walls 
and put the Parsis to flight, and to have presided over a largely controlled if angry return 
procession, the Parsis reassembled on the route and the fights escalated. The violence that 
followed left four Muslim men and one Parsi man dead, nine Muslims and six Parsis injured, 
and thirty-six Muslim rioters arrested.   
 
According to the Chief Commissioner, the reason for the overwhelming arrest of Muslims is 
because by the time the police arrived in force to arrest rioters, the Parsis had fled and the 
remaining Muslims were attacking Parsi houses and therefore available for arrest. He also 
added that “after the Mahomedans had been routed by the police… some of the Parsees 
seem to have pursued and attacked the stragglers with unjustifiable ferocity,”183 adding other 
cases in different parts of the city of Parsi aggression on other Muslims. On the other hand 
local newspapers such as Bombay Gazette and Bombay Guardian reported multiple cases of 
Muslim aggression on Parsi bodies, and accused the police of unduly supporting Muslims at 
the cost of Parsi lives and property. They also added in support of the Parsis who assembled 
to attack the Muslim burial procession that their fear at seeing a large crowd of Sidis in their 
neighborhoods was justified, and if the Sidis in the procession hadn’t been spoiling for a 
fight they would not have been armed with sticks.  
Unlike the hearings for the Friday riots which had ended with all but one of the 62 accused 
Muslim men being convicted, in the case of the Sunday riots the court went with the 
evidence of the police and declared the Parsis the primary aggressors. Discontentment in 
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English language and Parsi media at the “defaming (of) the character of the Parsees”184 and 
the police commissioner’s apparent dislike of them spread rapidly, and both Souter and the 
Governor of Bombay’s conduct came under heavy fire. Souter finally decided to call for 
military troops to be posted in town, and also, fearing that “further collisions would be 
inevitable if the usual (Mohurrum) processions were permitted; and to prevent further risk to 
life and property…. resolved after careful deliberation… to put an interdict on all 
processions through the public streets on this occasion in the interest of the entire 
community.”185  
 
While Souter was engaged over the following days in dealing with representatives of 
different Muslim groups urging him with petitions to withdraw the ban on Muharram 
processions, on 21st February another attack was noted. A group of about twenty Sidi and 
other Muslim shipworkers returning home from work at the docks through Hornby Row, a 
part of town inhabited by Parsis, were involved in a fight with Parsis. Accounts of the 
incident vary between police reports and newspaper accounts that recall rumors mostly, 
summarized by the Bombay Gazette thus:  
 On Saturday evening the whole of the Fort was thrown into a terrible state of excitement by rumours 
which flew from mouth to mouth in very exaggerated forms. There was a disturbance, which may 
probably prove a fatal one, between seven and eight o’clock, by Seedees and Parsees, but who were to 
blame, we cannot say. There are two distinct stories told about the affair. The Parsees say that a Seedee 
mob attacked an Iranian Parsee and stabbed him without receiving any provocation; the Seedees, on the 
other hand, affirm that they were quietly proceeding homewards from Apollo Bunder, where they had 
landed after having assisted to load or unload a ship under Mr. Lawson’s superintendence, when a 
Parsee cried out “Seedee hai! Puckrao! Puckrao! Maro! Maro!” and they were instantly surrounded by a 
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crowd of Parsees and maltreated, and they fled in every direction, and with one or two exceptions none of 
their number was armed with any description of weapon.186  
 
The Gazette refuses to accept either Sidi or Parsi narrative unequivocally but the Sidi claim 
that they were on their way back into the city from loading or unloading ships at the 
dockyard when they were set upon by Parsis is corroborated by the medical report. The 
medical officer who treated the sole injured Parsi man reported that the patient’s wounds 
“must have been inflicted by some person while on the ground.” From which Commissioner 
Souter concludes that “it is evident… they were given in self defence, and it must be noticed 
that all labourers on board ship wear their sailors’ knives to enable them to do their work.”187  
 
It is difficult and perhaps unnecessary to arrive at a unitary narration of the events of the 
riots of February 1874, when the archives are full of contesting narratives, from petitions- 
Parsi, Muslim and even Hindu- reports from policemen, native and European, from the 
Bombay government and the Government of India, newspaper accounts reporting rumors 
and facts, and a colonial judicial system that privileged European testimony. When parsing 
these multiple strands for relevant conclusions, it is to be noted that while diverse Parsis and 
Muslims obviously had reasons for where they attributed blame, the police force too had a 
stake in defending its own reputation against allegations of inefficiency, and its reports must 
be read with that in mind. On the one hand, the punishment meted out to Muslims was 
undoubtedly severe, both in terms of imprisonment of rioters and of the banning of 
Muharram processions. On the other, it is also significant that the Commissioner of Police 
was of the opinion that the violence initiated by “unruly” Sidis on 13th February would not 
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have resurfaced after the peacekeeping efforts of the more “respectable” members of the 
Muslim community, if not for the violent intentions and actions of some Parsis.  
 
The Parsi community of course disagreed vehemently, insisting that it was “of little 
consequence who began the stone throwing. A conflict was inevitable when two bodies of 
men, one of them excited by the indulgence given for two whole days to their turbulent 
spirit, and the other thrown into anxiety and alarm by the greatest rumors about fresh 
outrages in contemplation, deprived of all confidence in the efficiency of the police, and hurt 
by the indifference and inaction displayed by the Government—had been brought within 
fighting distance of one another.” However, given that it was decidedly unusual for the 
colonial police to be defending Muslim actions against the Parsi community, which had a 
reputation as being firm supporters of colonial rule, Souter’s evidence in the cases of Parsi 
instigation of violence cannot be explained away by an irrational “prejudice against Parsis”188 
or a mere positive bias towards Muslims.   
 
I read this vast body of sources on the riots for the few aspects that are undisputed amongst 
the multiple voices clamoring to represent the truth, and for the numbers of the people 
injured and the property attacked. First, it seems to be unanimously agreed amongst the 
Bombay police, the various memorialists and the newspaper reports that the main Muslim 
participants in the Bhendy Bazar riots on the 13th and the Sonapur riots on 15th of February 
1874 were Sidis and Arabs. It was the report written for the Secretary of State for India in 
London by the Bombay Government that studiously used the words “Mahometan” and 
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“Parsee”, depicting two warring and inherently hostile parties in the February 1874 riots. It 
claimed that “Disputes between these two classes have on other occasions caused much 
mischief here, and the feelings of mutual dislike between the races are spread and 
enduring.”189 Not only did the Bombay Government interchangeably use the words “race”, 
“class”, “section” and “caste” to suggest that the most significant line of social difference in 
Bombay lay between Muslim and Parsi, it’s depiction also significantly differed from the 
reports of the police commissioner and the court hearings which took care to mention the 
specific Muslims involved in rioting.  
 
For instance, while the Bombay government’s petition described the Sidi-Parsi violence of 
the 21st as beginning with “some Mahometan labourers who had just landed from their daily 
work on boardships,” Commissioner Souter reported the same incident as involving “some 
20 Seedees and other Mahomedans [who] were returning quietly to their homes from on 
board ship where they had been working.”190 He also reported the first riot of 14th February 
as consisting of “an immense mob of Mahomedans, composed chiefly of Arabs and 
Seedees”191 and also that the riot of the 15th consisted in great part of “Seedees [who] were 
impressed with the belief that one of their party had been killed.”192 All the individual reports 
of policemen on duty mentioned Sidis and Arabs, and the primary Parsi memorial to the 
government agreed that it was mostly “Seedees and Arabs who were engaged in the affray.” 
Most of the Muslim petitions argue in their own defense and do not single out specific 
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communities for ascribing blame, but the one that does so mentions that “forty individuals 
of the same caste (i.e. Sidis) collected and broke the mirrors and pictures in their (i.e. the 
Parsis) houses by throwing stones at them, and also maltreated one or two Parsis,” after 
being provoked by a Parsi policeman. Accordingly, on 16th February, “In Bombay harbor a 
battakee was beaten to warn Seedees to keep on board their ships, as gangs of them would 
not be permitted to land in Bombay.”193 Newspaper accounts above all are unanimous in 
naming Sidis and Arabs as the main proponents of rioting in this case, and the Bombay 
Gazette’s account of the 13th February riots set the tone for the English media coverage of 
the events: “The mob seemed to be the scum of the Mussulman community, and among the 
cluster of excited faces the heavy features of Seedees and those of low Arabs were 
conspicuous.”194  
 
Secondly, more than the ethnicity or religion of the rioters, class and “respectability” appears 
as a deeper line of social difference. The distinction between “upper” and “lower” classes (of 
Muslims and Parsis both) maps on to that between “order” and “disorder” in the language 
of the Bombay government, police, newspapers, public meetings and memorials. The 
Bombay Government described the riots as initiated by a “large body of the lowest orders of 
the Mahometan population” and later compounded by “the spirit of retaliation which the 
lower classes of the Parsees had on several occasions exhibited.” Souter described the 
originators of trouble once as the “Mahomedan roughs of Bombay”, distinguishing them 
from “the most influential men of their community (i.e., Muslims), [who] fully believed the 
ill-feeling regarding the publishing of the book had entirely subsided, and … had no 
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apprehension whatever of any disturbance arising.”195  The language of the petitions from 
Muslims varied, depending upon who had written them. One that was written in English and 
signed by nearly 2500 Muslim residents of the city insisted that, “A few only of the 
disorderly classes of both communities have been assaulting each other. The respectable 
portion of the Mahometan community have in no way been connected with the disturbances 
or assaults.”196 Another English petition signed by a handful of Muslim men including the 
trustee of a mosque, mentioned earlier in this chapter, also adopted a similar class-inflected 
language of self-distancing by naming those Muslims involved in the “excess” of the riots as 
“ruffians”. The principal Parsi memorial submitted to Government emphasized the same 
class-based difference with more vehemence, insisting that the Sidis and Arabs involved in 
the funeral procession and riot of 15th February were not “peaceful Mahomedan citizens” 
but “ignorant and savage adventurers frequenting the port of Bombay.”197  
 
Upper class members of both Parsi and Muslim communities were similarly engaged in 
trying to control their lower class co-religionists and simultaneously distancing themselves 
from their violence, through meetings within their communities and with each other. At a 
public meeting of Parsis held on 8th March 1874, Sir Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy addressed the 
audience by talking of the “excesses of the Mahomedan rabble” and impressing “upon [his] 
co religionists the necessity of curbing their just indignations and refraining from acts of 
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retaliation.” 198  The class distinction between upper and lower class Muslims is clearly 
expressed in a few of Jeejeebhoy’s words, which as reported by the Times of India, were 
interrupted by laughter from the attending Parsi crowd. 
… Government have recommended us to make peace with the Mussulmans. Parsees had 
never any enmity with the really good Mussulmans, and there is no necessity or occasion to 
make peace with them, since no enmity, as I said, exists. I was shown a photograph of 
some of the Mahomedans and other fellows who had been incarcerated in jail, pending 
their trial on the charge of riot. Looking at the photograph I recognize none of them as 
my friend (laughter). I see no enemy of mine there (laughter). … In short I do not see 
why so much noise should be made to make peace with those whom we never met 
before in our lives.199 
 
The imputed relation between “lower” classes and “disorder” also manifests visually, 
therefore. The laughter of middle and upper class Parsis emerges at the socially impossible 
prospect of a rich Parsi industrialist like Jeejeebhoy recognizing any of the working class, and 
by implication not “really good” Sidis or Arabs imprisoned for rioting. Further, the 
distinction of class is clearly recognizable to Jeejeebhoy from a mere photograph, that is, 
from the clothes and bearing of the Muslim prisoners. The same phenomenon is repeated at 
the High Court where the Advocate General said to the jury “If they looked at the men in 
the dock they would be satisfied that they were men who would have everything to gain and 
very little to lose”200 by the acts of looting that he had just described.  
 
A simple appeal to visual judgment was enough to confirm the low class status of the rioters, 
incurring laughter, derision and conviction. An English constable testifying that the arrested 
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Sidis were caught stealing umbrellas, clothes and copper pots said, “The second prisoner had 
the umbrella in his hand…. Prisoners had sticks in their hands when arrested. I don’t know 
that Seedees generally carry sticks. But I know that Seedees never carry umbrellas. (A 
laugh).”201 The humor here is again a statement of class condescension, since it is clear to the 
European constable and his audience that the poor Sidi may easily be associated with looting 
and violence, but not with ordinary middle class habits such as possessing or carrying 
umbrellas. This immediate co-evaluation of  “looking” poor with crime and violence is 
dripping in the Bombay Gazette’s report of March 18, 1874: 
There were Seedies, Arabs and Pathans—some wore skull-caps; some loosely 
folded cloth round their heads, long ends drooping to the ground; some were 
passably good looking, others decidedly ugly; some were comparatively clean, others 
as dirty as they well could be. An enthusiastic physiognomist would believe any of 
the batch to be capable of doing anything. A more inferior-looking set of people 
probably never filled a criminal dock.202  
 
While anger and mistrust spread widely amongst Muslims and Parsis in the city, with the 
February 1874 riots, the lines of class were far more deeply drawn and antagonistic than 
historiography has let on. Even in letters written by Parsi authors to newspapers, religious 
and class anger are intertwined. On the one hand some stated that the Muslim detectives of 
the police force were “not to be trusted where their own religion was concerned”203, 
therefore implying that they believed religious alliance was the foremost motivator in the 
events around these riots. On the other hand they also clearly recognized and looked down 
in disgust upon the Muslim rioters as being of the lowest economic class, the “beggarly 
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rabble and scum of the Mohammedan population.”204 As the Bombay Gazette reported, 
“There [was] no ill-feeling between the respectable Mussulman gentlemen whom Mr. 
Narayen met a few evenings ago and the Parsees,” but the trouble was with the “more 
ignorant and fanatical Mussulmans.”205 Moreover, it went as far as to say that “There is not a 
pin to choose between the Parsee rough and the Mussulman rough, and both ought to be 
shot down without mercy if there is any more rioting.”206  
 
However, the Parsi and Muslim “lower” classes involved in the riots were not the same, 
unlike what the upper class members seem to have commonly assumed. While the Sidis, and 
Arabs mostly arrested were likely to have been ship and dock-workers, along with some 
weavers and sweepers, the eight Parsis arrested for the riots of 15th February, barring one 
man who was a carpenter, were all (as far as the court proceedings allow me to infer) small 
shop owners, a cook, a contractor for preparing feasts or an office-goer. Amongst the Parsi 
residents of Dhobi Talao called to testify for the accused Parsi men was a shroff and shop 
owner at Crawford Market, a livery stable keeper, a hotel keeper and a supplier of provisions 
on marriage.207 According to the testimony of an European police inspector who claimed to 
have recognized one of the Parsi men heading the crowd brandishing sticks outside the 
Muslim burial ground, the latter was a clerk in the Municipal Commissioner’s Office.208 The 
section of the Parsi population that was involved in rioting was therefore not predominantly 
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working class, even though it may have well involved poorer Parsi members, but consisted 
of shop owners and office goers.  
 
More importantly, the initial objects of Sidi and Arab attacks on 13th February were not 
working class Parsis, but the property and spaces of Parsis who owned shops and houses on 
Abdul Rehman Street or Bottlewala Molla. According to the police report, of the twenty-five 
Parsi owned buildings on Abdul Rehman Street attacked on 13th February, twelve were 
liquor shops, eight were dwelling houses, one dispensary, one stable, one sherbet shop, and 
two fire temples.209 The most widespread action was of destruction (doors, railings, windows, 
furniture, spilling liquor, extinguishing the holy fire, tearing holy books), followed by stealing 
(liquor, utensils, clothes, jewelry, cash) and a few instances of attacking Parsi individuals.210 
Even though the attacks were by all appearances spontaneous (though Parsi contemporaries 
vehemently disbelieved it), the fact that they occurred in a particular part of town, 
overwhelmingly against a particular form of Parsi establishment is telling. As one of the Parsi 
observers (a contractor, visiting his friend’s house in Shaik Abdul Rehman Street) described 
the violence he observed from the window, “the mob broke the gas lamp attached to the 
liquor shop, knocked down the license board and broke it to pieces.”211 The objects of attack 
on the 13th February riots in Abdul Rehman Street and elsewhere in the city were very clearly 
either signs of the Zoroastrian faith, or of Parsi property, and both are entangled in 
signifying the same hierarchy of social power.   
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Finally, both the colonial police and the elite Parsis made the common error of locating the 
kernel of community amongst Bombay Muslims in the upper class, “respectable”, “people of 
influence”, who they thought controlled their lower class community members in ways, 
either positive or negative. Amongst Parsis the conviction was that the “low Arabs and 
Seedees” were “men who… cared more for thieving and violence than for the Koran and all 
the Prophets that ever were born. They must have been excited to yesterday’s violence, in 
the first place by some scheming Mahomedan better informed than they are themselves, and 
in the next by the hope of plunder.”212 Some considered the Sidis to be “able-bodied, 
reckless adventurers from the coasts of the Persian Gulf or Red Sea who are always ready for 
any act of lawlessness, and whom intriguers make use of to carry out their designs.”213 
Others wanted the police to ascertain who these intriguers were and “who supplied the 
Seedees and Arabs with money and sent them on to attack peaceful citizens.”214 Even 
though detectives and ordinary Muslim men who attended Friday prayers insisted that the 
Kazi at the mosque had “used his best endeavours to pacify and prohibit the Mussulmans 
[and] there was not the slightest suspicion that there would be a row,”215 Parsis insisted that 
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“mobs of Mahomedan rioters, carrying out a preconcerted design, issued from their 
mosques,”216 incited to take revenge.   
 
The police on the other hand, though convinced that these allegations were unfounded and 
that the riots were entirely unpremeditated, also recruited the help of “respectable”, upper 
class Muslim men to control the sentiments of their presumed communities. It is almost 
certain that at the public meeting addressed by Justices of the Peace like Mohammed Ali 
Rogay and Cumrudden Tyabji, Sidis and their patels were not invited. As Commissioner 
Souter insisted with regard to the Arabs involved in rioting, “Mr. Abdul Rahman is a most 
respectable Arab gentleman, who would probably have received information regarding the 
causes which induced several of his sect to take part in the disturbance.”217 Yet, clearly, the 
“respectable” Arabs and other Muslims in the city had no access or influence over specific 
jamats of the lower classes such as the Sidis, many of whom came onshore from their ships 
between Friday and Sunday.218  
 
It was the street and the chawl where the community or jamat was at its most coherent- not at 
the houses of the well-to-do Muslim gentlemen whom the British administration recognized 
as influential leaders of a purported “Mahomedan community”- and it was quite likely the 
jamatkhana that was visited by Muslim men more frequently than the principal mosque. As 
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the wife of one of the Muslim (but not Sidi) rioters on Falkland Road testified, her husband 
had left home in the morning to go to the jamatkhana. When he didn’t return after several 
hours, she went to inquire after him at the jamatkhana and “his caste-fellows informed [her] 
that there had been a row there and everyone had run away.”219 The man was next seen 
throwing stones at a Parsi owned hotel on Falkland Road, and it is likely that the impulse to 
join the riot may have originated in the heated altercation at the jamatkhana. Policemen on 
duty on 13th February at Abdul Rehman Street uniformly described “a large number of 
Seedees and Arabs pour[ing] into the street from the direction of the chuckla”220 to join the 
initial stone-pelters. The part of Chakla section in question (Circle 1) was the circle that 
housed most of the chawls (27 out of the 30 chawls in the section), and the word about the riot 
beginning on the next street must have spread either through the chawls or through a 
jamatkhana or both (or potentially at any of the smaller mosques of the Chakla section itself- 
it housed 11 mosques in 1901), but certainly not at the Jama Masjid.  
 
Islam and a Narrative of Affirmation 
Religion and culture were undoubtedly crucial elements in the construction of the Sidi jamat 
and of a place of belonging- physical, historical and emotive- for Africans in India. There are 
nearly no sources to explore in detail the religious or cultural life of working class Sidis living 
in nineteenth century Bombay, but the extensive ethnographic work of Helene Basu on the 
Sidis of Gujarat gives us valuable insights. She writes about the construction of a Sidi socio-
historical fabric through the interweaving of ngoma spiritual healing practices from the Bantu 
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regions of Africa, Sufi brotherhood structures of saint-masters (pir, bava or murshid) and 
students, Hindu spirit practices such as the bhuta cult, and genealogies both African (saints 
like Bava Gor, Bava Nobi and Mai Mishra who hailed from different places in Africa) and 
Islamic (Hazrat Bilal and the original companions of Prophet Muhammad). She writes: 
 The term jamat thus refers simultaneously to the Sidi ‘caste’ as well as to a 
brotherhood of fakirs. Initiation into the Sidi fakir-brotherhood, which calls itself 
after the name of Bava Gor, is embedded in the special relationship between a 
spiritual seeker in the position of a child (balako) and a spiritual “master-fakir” in the 
position of parent and teacher (murshid). Initiation provided the means for integrating 
strangers into the Sidi fold. This occurred, as older Sidi still vividly remembered, 
when an African- whether formerly enslaved or “freed” from a slaveship- found his 
or her way to the dargah [shrine] of Bava Gor where he/she met other Sidi. 
Individual Africans were integrated into local Sidi groups through the creation of 
ritual kinship bonds between them.221  
 
While reflecting an extraordinarily creative identity tied to a vast Indian Ocean cultural 
landscape therefore, Sidis simultaneously adopted the South Asian Muslim moholla 
(neighborhood)- based community structure of the jamat, which most approximates the 
structure of caste in its intertwining of occupational, kinship, ethnic, linguistic and religious 
networks. In understanding the place of Sidis in nineteenth century Bombay, a city 
transitioning from port city to mill city, therefore, their standard employment as ship 
laborers and the material, spatial realities of their working class lives cannot be studied in 
isolation from their self-identification with Islam. In a subaltern consciousness constituted 
heavily on the basis of diminutions and denials of status and respect imposed by their social 
superiors222- spaces that were not to be “polluted” by their presence, jobs that were never to 
be available to them, housing and other basic facilities that were not be extended to their 
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families- Islam and the position of prestige accorded by Prophet Muhammad to Bilal ibn 
Rabih, a manumitted slave, constituted a crucial aspect of affirmation. In other words, if this 
study of belonging has shown so far the social and physical spaces in nineteenth century 
Bombay to which displaced Africans did not and could not belong, the Islamic narrative of a 
former slave muezzin issuing the first ever call to prayer placed Sidis and Habshis, through 
their ritual ancestor, at the very beginning of Islam.  
 
It is only when the affirmative significance of Islam in the constitution of a Sidi subjectivity 
is understood that the Sidi reaction to the insult to their Prophet is comprehensible. As Sidi 
Rauf explained to me with pride in 2016, “God has given our qaum (community) three gifts- 
wafa or loyalty (as slaves), taqat or strength (as soldiers and guards), and awaz or voice (as 
musicians and muezzins).” It is this pride that explains Sidi Rauf’s persistence in emphasizing 
his community’s roots in Arabia alongside Africa, along with the very beginning of Islam, 
and probably a similar pride and self-respect that explains the Sidi anger in 1874 at the use of 
the word rand to describe their Prophet’s wife. In response to this textually phrased Parsi 
attack on a central affirmative aspect of their identity, a spatial violation of Parsi privileges, 
both religious and proprietorial, was the most political and direct form of action available to 
Sidis. The riots of 1874 are neither to be understood as a case of low class, ignorant and 
unthinking religious fanaticism, nor as an “overdetermination of class struggle by sectarian 
conflict.”223 If we understand both space and text as mediums of action differently available 
according to the privileges of class, and of the crucial role of Islam in the Sidi’s construction 
of his identity, then the reason behind the Sidi outbreak of 1874 becomes completely legible 
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as a very conscious working-class, Muslim, African-Indian rejection of the impositions and 
insults of a Parsi petty bourgeois class.  
 
In conclusion, when one understands the moholla or neighborhood-based jamat as the most 
operative unit of community in nineteenth century Bombay Muslim society, and class more 
widely as a deep marker of difference even within broadly unified religious communities 
(such as the Parsis), the inextricability of class and occupation from religion and 
neighborhood becomes clear. This chapter has demonstrated how the elite Indian and 
British failure to grasp the importance and power of the poorer jamats vis-a-vis “men of 
respectability”, and their efforts to superimpose a notion of community on society that 
singled out religion as the sole significant marker of difference, led to their joint failure to 
preempt the riots of February 1874.  
 
The chapter has also argued that the riots commonly referred to as the Parsi-Muslim riots 
and seen as an early chapter in Mumbai’s long history of communal violence must be read as 
the protest of a materially and spatially disenfranchised Muslim working class of 
predominantly displaced Sidi and Arab workers who made their living in nineteenth century 
Bombay as laborers in the shipping economy. Above all, it has rooted the question of 
community formation in a materiality of space, positing that communities or jamats as orders 
of belonging in nineteenth century Bombay were constituted in great part by the sites of 
dwelling, occupation, regional, kinship and language networks.  The next chapter moves on 
to consider the growing colonial anxiety about urban “disorder” and migrant mobility in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Through an era of increasing legislation designed 
to define and distinguish “locals” from “foreigners”, separate land from sea, and identify 
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property ownership as the criteria for locating people in place, a heterogenous community of 
Mughals, Iranis or Persians took shape amongst itinerants from Iran. It is to understand the 
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Merchants, publishers, tea-shopkeepers: becoming “Mughals” 




“They are extremely hospitable people.”224 Nahid Fallah, sitting in her office at Najafi House 
in Dongri, Mumbai in 2016, speaks of Iranians as “them” when describing her visits to Iran. 
She was born in India and lives in Mumbai, but holds an Iranian passport along with an 
Overseas Citizen of India card. The linguistic markers of belonging used by the individual 
(“us”/“them”) and the state (“citizen”/“overseas citizen”) do not smoothly align. Her 
grandfather came to Bombay from Iran in the early 1920s, though Ms. Fallah suspects it may 
have been earlier. He started an eatery at Bhendi Bazar, a profession common amongst many 
Iranian migrants to the city in the early twentieth century. In 2016 Ms. Fallah’s brother was 
still in the restaurant business, as owner of Ruhani Restaurant on Mohammed Ali Road 
started by their father. “Iranis did well for themselves when they came to Bombay, mostly 
better than others in the area. They were businessmen, you see. They mostly started hotels, 
some bakeries.”  
 
The area of Mumbai Ms. Fallah is referring to, now known as Dongri, is home to a 
staggering diversity of communities descended from nineteenth and twentieth century Indian 
Ocean itinerants. The recently constructed JJ overpass soars over Dongri today, which is 
tucked in alongside Bhendy Bazar, Umerkhadi, Nagpada and Pydhonie. In its act of offering 
commuters from the suburbs an unhindered route into the formerly colonial, now bourgeois 
hub in southern Mumbai (Fort, Colaba), the flyover casts these neighborhoods as 
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comprising the supposedly homogenous, disorderly and squalid world of ‘Muslim 
Bombay.’225 In reality these neighborhoods continue to house diverse communities with 
long, transoceanic lineages, including today’s Iranis as well as Sidis discussed in the previous 
chapter. While the communities themselves have dispersed further over the city and suburbs 
of Mumbai with the rising tyranny of rent, many still remain, as do the built spaces around 
which these communities continue to congregate. The Sidi shrine of Bava Gor is a five-
minute walk from Mughal Masjid, the mosque built in 1858 under the patronage of Hajj 
Muhammad Hussain Shirazi, malik al-tujjar (king of merchants) of Bombay’s Iranian migrant 
community. The mosque’s blue-dominated polychromatic tile-embellished front instantly 
calls to mind the mosques of Iran, distinct from other mosques in Mumbai.226 The central 
inscription above the mosque also reads, in large Persian letters, ‘Mosque of Iranians’ (masjid 
i-iranian). Najafi House on the other hand, where I met Nahid Fallah, harks back not to an 
Iranian geography, but to contemporary Iraq. Najaf in Iraq is one of the holiest cities for 
Shia Muslims, a major pilgrimage site, and home to an Iraqi Shia community with a long 
history of residence in the region. Today, Najafi House in Mumbai houses the head office of 
a charitable foundation that operates under the spiritual leadership of the leading Shia cleric 
of Najaf, Ayatollah Al Sayyid Ali al-Husseini al-Sistani.  
 
It is not only Dongri therefore that is marked spatially by the memory of multiple 
transoceanic geographies (from Iraq to Iran), but even the spaces inhabited by one 
apparently singular community- the Shia Iranis of Mumbai. Further to complicate the picture 
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of community, not all Iranis are Shia in Mumbai today, nor were they so in late nineteenth- 
early twentieth century Bombay.  In fact, most of the iconic, remaining ‘Irani cafes’ in the 
city today are owned by Parsi Iranis, who practice Zoroastrianism. Irani Parsis are a subset of 
the wider Parsi community in the city whose ancestors migrated to Gujarat in the ancient 
past. Irani Parsis however are descended from later migrants who arrived in Bombay in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, traveling mostly from Yazd, Kerman and 
Shiraz along with their Shia fellow-migrants.  
 
In Mumbai today, a sense of difference remains between Parsis at large and Irani Parsis. 
Rusheed Wadia, an Irani Parsi and economic historian of Mumbai and the Parsis, speaks of 
the underlying tension between these two halves of Mumbai’s Zoroastrian community: “I 
grew up hearing Iranis described as “junglees” (uncultured, wild ones) by Parsis.”227 Romin 
Kohinoor, of the iconic Britannia and Co. Irani cafe said to me, “Do not confuse Parsi and 
Irani though. Parsis came thousands of years ago, but Iranis came two hundred years ago. 
We follow the same religion though, and it’s the same community. Though there are some 
differences in habits. The Parsi and the Irani calendars are also slightly different. The Irani 
new year comes one month before the Parsi one.”228 “Well,” he also added, “the Parsis when 
they came [here] got into law and business, whereas the Iranis got into the eatery business. 
So the Parsis think of themselves as a little superior. But that’s all.” 
 
The narratives of today’s Irani Parsis emphasize the humble beginnings of their ancestors, in 
teashops and working in people’s homes. Mr. Wadia’s grandfather, Hormusedyar Kermani, 
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fled a life of peasant poverty in Kerman and arrived in Bombay in 1920. He worked initially 
as a domestic laborer, later as a worker in a teashop, eventually co-owning a restaurant in 
Lalbagh. At his restaurant opposite the tram station he began the day by serving tram 
workers starting work at 5 am. Boman Kohinoor, Romin’s father and owner of Britannia 
and Co. told a similar story about his grandfather229. Rashid Kohinoor, a poor farmer in 
Yazd, came to Bombay by sea in 1885, and started by selling tea at a roadside stall opposite 
the General Post Office. He later opened a small eatery at the same location, eventually 
founding Britannia and Co. in 1923, as well as a bakery called Bastani (literally ‘ancient’ but 
also the popular name for ice cream in Iran). Sheriar Khosravi, owner of Military Café 
(founded in 1937) said that his grandfather, formerly a professor at the University of Tehran, 
first worked as a laborer upon arrival in Bombay in 1916, carrying ice on bullock carts.230  
 
Newspaper articles from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century corroborate these 
contemporary narratives. An 1895 article in the Times of India wrote of the condescension of 
older Parsis towards Irani Parsis: 
 Not the least interesting of the various tribes and sects of people to be found in the city 
of Bombay are the Irani Parsees. The number of this community, including women and 
children, probably is about 1,500. By Irani Parsee is meant Parsees who have recently 
immigrated into Bombay from Persia, and who are distinguished from the ordinary 
Parsees…by using the Persian language amongst themselves, interspersing it with as 
much Guzerati and Hindustani they can command when conversing with others…. It 
falls to be remarked in the first place that the Irani Parsee has not yet imbibed the 
principle that certain kinds of work are degrading. He knows nothing about the 
degradation. His instincts are unprejudiced by local peculiarities and opinions, which 
proclaim loudly enough that domestic service and labouring work are degrading to the 
Parsee character. It is more decent, more respectable, and more dignified to earn five 
rupees a month as a clerk, than thrice that salary in turning a soda water machine or in 
grinding coffee or making tea. So goes the local tradition. The modern Parsee accepts 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
229 Interview with Boman Kohinoor, 24th July 2014, Britannia and Co., Mumbai. 
230 Interview with Sheriar Khosravi, 22nd July 2014, Military Café, Mumbai.  
	   130	  
and follows that tradition, while the Irani Parsee rejects it as unsuited for carrying on the 
business of life in the most prosperous way.231 
 
 
Distinguished from their fellow Parsis by profession, language, calendar and temporal 
proximity with Iran, Zoroastrian Iranis in nineteenth and twentieth century Bombay were in 
many ways closer to their Shia Irani counterparts, not least due to their shared affinity to the 
Persian language, to cities of Iran to which many of them returned to marry or bring back 
family, and their class position as teashop owners and bakers. Today some Zoroastrian Iranis 
emphasize their difference from (even dislike of, in the case of the Kohinoors) Shia Iranis, 
while others insist on their similarities and shared community spaces and events such as 
weddings and new year celebrations (like Khosravi at whose café I met his friend, Ali Asgar 
Zabola, a Shia Irani and former owner of a restaurant232; or Sarosh Noshir, co-owner of B. 
Merwan and Co. founded in 1914, who pointed out, “They [Shia Iranis] are Muslims but we 
celebrate the same Nowruz, in the same way.”233). In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
however, most migrants from Iran- Shia as well as Zoroastrian- would arguably have largely 
shared the ethical, aesthetic and cultural universe designated today in scholarship as the 
“Persianate”.  
 
The term “Persianate societies” offers insight into a socio-political ecumene spanning lands 
in West, Central, South and Southeast Asia that were broadly interconnected between the 
tenth and nineteenth centuries not primarily by religion, but by a language- New Persian- 
and its associated literary, ethical, political and aesthetic sensibilities. In this “Persianate 
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cosmopolis”234 Persian was the language of exchange across polities, used by states and 
administrators, poets, literateurs, courtiers, Sufis, merchants, and clerics alike. The use of the 
“Persianate” has been a revealing rubric for the study of medieval and early modern Indo-
Persian worlds, shedding much light on the shared forms of political rule (between the 
Timurids and Mughals, for example)235, political patronage of the Persian language, common 
literary and historiographical traditions236, travel and employment across Indo-Persian lands, 
and notions of ethics (akhlāq) and social conduct (ādāb)237. While the pioneering work 
around this concept, The Venture of Islam by Marshall Hodgson, posited a much more 
definitive relationship between the Islamicate and the Persianate238, scholarship since then 
has persuasively argued that the sway of Persianate forms of rule and sociability far exceeded 
the bounds of Islam.239 Hodgson’s last volume also proposed a definitive decline of the 
Persianate when faced by the rupture of European colonialism, followed by 
vernacularization and nationalism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However 
scholarship from the likes of Mana Kia and Afshin Marashi deftly questions such firm 
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conclusions240, positing that the arrival of a colonial “modern” in Indo-Persian lands did not 
mean the complete termination of all previously shared epistemes but both continuities as 
well as new, modern reimaginings of shared cultural pasts.241  
 
This chapter intervenes in the historical moment where the Persianate is conventionally 
deemed to have ended- the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is not invested in 
defending the charge of the existence of a specifically Persianate modern, but argues that the 
communities built by migrants from Iran in Bombay in this period can only be understood 
as having formed at the interstices of colonial modernity and an older, Persianate ethos of 
ethics (akhlāq) and social conduct (ādāb) that offered “a particular moral imagination 
according to which the social was made intelligible.”242 The turn of the twentieth century was 
clearly a period of transition, with older ideas about itinerancy, place and belonging jostling 
for space with new colonial legislations that sought to police migration, separate land from 
sea, and delineate previously porous borders. On the one hand these were itinerants 
following in a long tradition of travel, work and habitation between cities in Iran and 
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Hindustan243, dependent on customs and networks of hospitality and charity. On the other 
hand was a colonial state anxious to control urban crime and the rapidly swelling traffic of 
people in and out of Bombay by laying down laws that linked itinerancy with crime, and 
belonging with the ownership of property.  The struggle of itinerants to survive the 
tightening noose of colonial legislation and continue their lifestyles between places defined 
the becoming of “Mughals” and “Iranis”, Shia and Parsi, as subjects and communities in 
colonial Bombay.  
 
The central event that spurred the spike in migration of people from the Persian Gulf ports 
of Bandar Abbas and Bushire to Bombay mid to late nineteenth century onwards was the 
revolution in steam travel. The volume of traffic increased exponentially after 1880 with the 
adaptation of the screw propeller, iron plating and the compound engine making oceanic 
travel far more affordable and accessible to pilgrims, tourists, merchants, publishers and 
those simply seeking jobs.244 In 1865 the number of Iranians officially registered as residing 
in Bombay was 1639 persons245, while in 1901 the population of the city that was “born in 
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Persia” was noted at 2786246 (0.4% of the total population of Bombay in 1901). Alongside 
steam travel the other technological revolution of the period between 1850 and 1930 was 
that in printing, with Bombay rapidly becoming one of the leading publication and export 
centers for Persian printing, particularly lithographs. The first Persian language bookshop 
and printing house in Bombay was founded in 1868 by Mohammad Rafi Shirazi, who came 
to be known as Malek-al-Kottab (king of scribes).247 While both printing and steam travel 
had begun changing the patterns of traffic of people, texts and trade across the Indian 
Ocean early in the nineteenth century, it was by the late nineteenth century that these 
exchanges reached their peak. The Constitutional Revolution in Iran in 1905-06 provoked 
yet another exodus of people to Bombay, followed by further migrations after Reza Shah 
assumed power in 1925, making Bombay the refuge for exiles of all shades of political 
thought. The number of Persian speakers, though by no means an accurate indication of the 
population of migrants from Iran in Bombay, went up from 3000 in 1901 to 6527 in 1951.248   
 
Before turning to an examination of a Persianate ādāb of hospitality towards fellow itinerants 
through a study of an early twentieth century travelogue, this chapter demonstrates how the 
growing colonial anxiety with borders, movement and crime in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries produced two kinds of results. On the one hand the legislative drive to 
separate land from sea, control movement and identify, fix and settle human beings in place 
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produced new, firm categories of political belonging: “subject” and “foreigner”, “desirable” 
and “undesirable”, “respectable” and “nomad”. At the fulcrum of these distinctions lay the 
criteria of property: itinerant individuals were either tethered to a place by the ownership of 
property, or they were untethered in space and identifiable by the criminality of their “tribes” 
and “gangs”. On the other hand, this vast apparatus of steamships, railways, laws, passports, 
consuls, magistrates, police, naturalization and deportation procedures also produced a 
sphere that many migrants learned to navigate, often appealing with great success to the state 
for their right to belong in British India. And yet, even as new legislative regimes gave 
greater currency to propertied notions of belonging in this period, the terms of self-
representation invoked by Irani petitioners to the state remained to a great extent 
instrumental, deployed most visibly only at moments of confrontation or crisis. 
 
Criminalising Itinerancy, Enshrining Property 
The increased movement of people in the late nineteenth century sharpened the spectre of 
the “vagrant” for the colonial state and the perceived threat to the security of property. 
Identifying, monitoring and sedentarizing human populations across the British Raj had 
been a central feature of the colonial state project in the nineteenth century.249 The widely 
publicised “Thugee” campaign of the early nineteenth century, championed by the likes of 
W. H. Sleeman250 (Commissioner for the Suppression of Thugee and Dacoity, 1839-1841), 
enshrined the principle of governing India by identifying itinerant individuals as criminal by 
birth, by virtue of their membership of particular castes and tribes. This process, which 
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culminated in the Criminal Tribes Act of 1871, was rooted in an European colonial tradition 
that blamed itinerant professions common in South Asia such as religious mendicancy or 
pack-trading both for draining revenues from laboring populations as well as offering ample 
opportunities for criminal activity to robbers and charlatans. This principle of governance 
achieved two things with one stroke: it criminalized itinerancy as a way of life; and it tethered 
the individual to a singularly defined and determinant community (identified as the caste, 
tribe or religion that an individual was born into). 251 
 
The effect that the spread of the railway network had on mobilizing labor and populations 
on the Indian subcontinent was the same as that of steamship travel on the mobility of 
humans across the Indian Ocean. The added problem posed to the colonial state by oceanic 
itinerancy was addressed by adding another element to this project of social control that 
sought to settle the belonging of human bodies in unitary place- the criterion of property 
ownership.  Between the Indian Naturalisation Act of 1852, the Foreigners Act of 1864, the 
British Nationality and Status of Alien Act (1914) and the Indian Naturalisation Act of 1926, 
the British colonial state in India set up a regime of identification that legislated upon the 
status of the belonging of itinerants in British India, the decision being made in the final 
instance on grounds of whether and where one owned property. On the one hand migrants 
from Iran who resided in Bombay, the presidency at large or in Hyderabad and other parts 
of British India applied for naturalization as British subjects in droves in the twentieth 
century, appealing to one or the other of the naturalization laws. On the other, itinerants 
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who were judged “undesirable aliens” by the police and the state were regularly deported 
back to Iran and other countries by appealing to the Foreigners Act. While the “subject” was 
defined by his right (and that of his descendants) to remain in British territories, the “alien” 
or the “foreigner” became defined at the moment of his expulsion: the Foreigners Act of 
1864 provided only for the right to expel foreigners, to apprehend and detail them pending 
removal, and a ban on future entry into British India, not for a general surveillance of all 
foreigners at the moment of entry (except in times of emergency).252 The criteria for telling 
“desirable subjects” apart from “undesirable aliens” came to rest on their relation to 
property.  
 
Thus, when not tethered to a community that could be held responsible for his behavior or 
criminalized as a whole, the individual was recognizable by the state only if tethered to 
property that could be taxed or to a contract that could extract labor. Comparing the 
applications of Mughal/Iranis in twentieth century Bombay for naturalization with the 
Bombay police’s applications for deportations of foreigners are telling of these standards. It 
isn’t simply the case that owning property in British India qualified migrants from Iran for 
British subjecthood, but that owning property in Iran disqualified them from naturalization. 
In 1923 Nasrat Khanum, widow of a political exile from Tehran, who had lived for five 
years in Poona and twelve years before that in Hyderabad, applied for a certificate of 
naturalization, proclaiming her intention to “settle down for good somewhere in British 
India”253. Affidavits and statements from local Indian solicitors and merchants attested to 
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her “continuous stay in India since 1906”, her “respectable Persian family”, the regular 
pension that she drew from the Nizam’s government in Hyderabad as a “political refugee”, 
and her being a “desirable citizen”.  The District Magistrate of Poona forwarding her 
application to Bombay affirmed: “The applicant has not been convicted, nor has she been 
bankrupt. She is not an undesirable.”  
 
Assured of a steady income and secure in her class credentials, Nasrat Khanum would seem 
a “desirable” candidate for naturalization. However, she possessed significant immoveable 
property in Iran, which she wanted to recover from its illegal occupants. That, in the view of 
the Political Department of Bombay, disqualified her for naturalization: “The possession of 
immoveable property, particularly in the country of origin, is generally regarded as a 
disqualification for naturalization, and the grant of a certificate to enable the applicant to 
recover such property is out of the question.” The internal communication in Bombay 
revealed the reasoning further: “the fact that she wants to recover her property and thereby 
revive her lost interest in the place of her birth, disqualifies her for naturalization.” Of all the 
forms of human attachment to places, ownership of property thus became the definitive 
marker of “interest” and the standard for ascertaining political belonging.  
 
Another application from Abdulhusein Haji Muhammad Taki Tabassi in 1924 was also 
refused following similar reasoning. The applicant owned a house in Yazd valued at Rs. 
6000, and in answer to the question “Whether applicant has any interest in his place of 
birth” on the form submitted to the Political Department the Chief Commissioner of Police 
had entered, “He has there his parents and property… His father has also immoveable 




property valued at Rs. 10,000/-.”254  The Political department expressed their reservations 
about whether his desire to settle in British India was reliable considering he wanted to 
return to Persia to find a wife, and significantly added: “he says he is transferring his house 
in Yezd to the name of his brother there, but this does not appear to be a clear alienation.” 
Abdulhusein Tabassi’s solicitors hastened to clarify that there had been a misunderstanding 
about the status of the property in Yazd- it belonged not to their client but to his father and 
his interest in the same was speculative, should the father leave it to him in the event of his 
death, “and even this interest has been disposed of by him in his brother’s favour because he 
intended to remain a permanent inhabitant of India.” The Bombay goernment’s decision was 
to refuse the certification of naturalization, with a suggestion that “Mr. Tabassi renew his 
application a year after his return from Persia.” 
 
The certificates that are easily granted are those that give evidence of a long established 
residential address in Bombay, knowledge of a vernacular (usually Hindustani or Urdu), in 
some cases the current ownership of or desire to own property in British India, but most 
importantly claim to own no property in Iran. Aga Abdullah Tehrani, applying in 1927 was 
described by the police as coming of  “a poor but respectable family of Demavand near 
Teheran,” and had “been settled for over 33 years as a printer and publisher in this city 
[Bombay].”255 He described himself as “at present residing at No. 141, Princess Building 
opposite the Sir J.J. Hospital, Byculla Bombay and there carrying on the business of printing 
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and publishing religious and literary books in his Naderi Litho Press and selling them here, 
as well as exporting them to Persia.” Tehrani was deemed to have satisfied the “requirements 
of section 3 of the Indian Naturalization Act, 1926 regarding residence, adequate knowledge 
of one of the vernaculars of the Presidency etc.” and declared a British subject, even though 
his explicit interest in naturalization was to facilitate the recovery of outstanding dues from 
merchants in Mashad, Tehran and Isfahan.  
 
 
Similar to Tehrani, Aga Muhammad Ardakani was born to a  “poor but respectable family” 
in Ardakan, Yazd256. Resident in Bombay for 35 years and as manager at the Shrafat Printing 
Press at New Nagpada Road, he too made a living by dealing in the printing, sale and export 
of religious and literary books in Bombay and Iran. Though he owned no property in the city 
he expressed a desire to “purchase immoveable property here [Bombay]” and was granted 
the rights of a subject in 1927.  Aga Syed Zain-ul-Abedin bin Syed Faiz Shirazi, hailing from 
a “well to do and respectable family from Shiraz”257 and living as a book binder in Bombay 
for 33 years, owned a house in Umerkhadi, Bombay valued at approximately Rs. 35,000. He 
too sought naturalization as a British subject in 1927 in order to make the collection of 
outstanding dues from merchants in Iran easier, but claimed to own no property there and 
was granted subject status. By the logic of governmentality in the early twentieth century 
therefore, property had come to be the lynchpin that defined the belonging of a person to a 
place.  
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If merchants, publishers, and even tea-shopkeepers- once they had enough money to rent 
premises, get licenses and open tea and eating houses- qualified for naturalized belonging via 
the property test, scores of migrants from Iran who lived in Bombay as itinerant traders, 
dervishes, pimps or unsteadily employed were pronounced “undesirables” and deported by 
sea from Britith India. Though ostensibly “foreigners” became deportable only when 
convicted of crimes and thus eligible for surveillance and removal, the Bombay police often 
sought to criminalise and deport those who were simply unemployed and suspect in the 
colonial imagination. An exchange in 1922 between the Afghan Consul in Bombay and the 
Commissioner of Police is revealing of the differing standards by which religious 
mendicancy and itinerancy were judged as ways of life in the different polities.  
 
In late 1922, the Commissioner of Police took issue with the issuance of passports to fakirs 
and “beggars” by the Afghan government, specifically referring to three Afghan fakirs who 
had arrived in Bombay via Rawalpindi, Lahore, Delhi and Agra (a land-bound itinerary), 
aiming to beg and earn enough money to take them to Mecca. The Commissioner argued 
that “very good reasons do exist for deporting these men out of British India, they having no 
hope of employment and no means of subsistence.” 258  He hoped that the Bombay 
government would “take up the question of the issue in Afghanistan of passports of this 
nature to beggars to facilitate their entry into British India.” The Afghan consul in Bombay 
however responded that poverty in itself was not a crime, revealing a form of thinking that 
considered both religious mendicancy and itinerancy as accepted ways of life, rendering the 
relation between property and the right to belong unobvious: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
258 “Deportation of 3 Afghan Fakirs, natives of Gardez District in Afghanistan,” 1923. File No. S43/77. MSA, 
Mumbai.  
	   142	  
…I have heard these men and have come to know that they have come here for Ziarut, 
i.e., pilgrimage and labour. If the Police know that they have committed any offence then 
I may be informed of the same, so that I may give you a reply. Poverty does not mean 
undesirableness. As a matter of fact these men are Fakirs and they have come here for 
labour and to earn their livelihood. What will be the grounds for their deportation? If 
these people and others have committed any crime then Government can do according 
to law. Nothing can be said before any crime is committed. The passports are in order 
and I certify their correctness.  
 
 This interaction was revealing for a second reason: it indicated how the sea became the first 
frontier of rigid border-making in British India. The legislative separation of “India” from 
“place[s] outside India” was first enforced by constraining the movement of people not 
across land, but across the interface between land and sea. While conceding in 1923 that “the 
3 fakirs cannot be deported unless they actually commit crime or join a known band of bad 
characters,” Bombay’s political department affirmed that it was not possible to apply the 
same regulations on frontier crossing by land that applied to arrival by sea. A department 
memorandum explained that “the Passport Regulations only apply to persons coming to 
India by sea, and as apparently no British visa is necessary for a foreigner to enter India via 
the frontier, it does not seem possible to prevent the entry into India of destitute foreigners 
under the Passport regulations.” The provision of the Indian Passport Rules, 1921 that was 
referred to in Bombay government’s internal deliberations, makes amply clear this separation 
between land and sea, a divide juridically constructed and enforced: “Subject to the 
provisions hereinafter contained no person proceeding from any place outside India shall 
enter British India by sea unless he is in possession of a passport.”  
 
This distinction while constructed on paper, was infinitely harder to enforce in practice. 
Migrants arrived in Bombay without passports all the time, and those declared “undesirable 
foreigners” by the government and deported to Iran often “disappeared” upon arrival at 
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other ports, finding their way back into Bombay, only to sometimes be located and deported 
again. As opposed to the naturalization questionnaire, the government’s deportation records 
identifies “undesirables” from Iran by their thumb prints, scars, tattoos, moles, height, build, 
complexion, place of residence (answered “nil”), status of passport (“nil”), convictions, and 
“caste” or religion (Moghul-Irani/ Mogul Mohomedan/Shia Mahomedan). The range of 
people deported included those convicted of crimes such as enabling prostitution and petty 
theft, as well as those simply accused of begging, “loitering under suspicious circumstances”, 
or being a “nuisance” and “source of trouble”. Mohammadalli Hussain and his brother 
Ghulam Hussain were deported to Iran by sea in 1927 twelve years after they arrived in 
Bombay, along with two others, for having: 
…had no regular place of residence or occupation and have associated with prostitutes 
and bad characters. They are known as pimps on Falkland Road and live by extorting 
money from prostitutes. The Secretary of the Anjuman Fotowat Esna Ashri Yazdian and 
other respectable Persian merchants have complained about their behaviour to the 
Police and also to the Persian Consul, Bombay, and the latter has addressed Government 
requesting their deportation as undesirables.259   
 
Similarly, Khan Mohammed Sher Mohammed was deported to Iran in 1929 as he was found 
responsible for trafficking a lower-caste woman to the city for the purpose of prostitution: 
…[he] import[ed] a Mang woman from Poona to Bombay for the purpose of 
prostitution for which he was arrested by the Police under section 7 of the Prostitution 
Act. The case is still pending in Court. Since he came to Bombay about 3 years ago he 
has been residing at Suklaji Street with prostitutes and has been living on their 
earnings.260  
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On the other hand, there were others without criminal convictions who maintained 
themselves by begging and sleeping in travellers lodges (musafarkhanas), deported in 
anticipation of crimes to be committed. Muhammad Hussain Mahmud, a native of 
Kermanshah in Iran, was deported in 1923 after twelve months in Bombay, where he had 
been living “without any employment and maintains himself by begging. He has no fixed 
place of residence and no relations in Bombay. On the 29th ultimo at 5 am he was found 
loitering about under suspicious circumstances. As he has no occupation it is likely that he 
will associate with the local criminals.”261  Unlike the case of the Afghan fakirs whose right to 
travel as “beggars” was defended by the Afghan consul, the Persian consul in Bombay did 
not intervene on Hussain Mahmud’s behalf. The occasions on which the consul does 
intervene, however, point to two things: first, the desire of the colonial government to solve 
the problem posed by itinerant migrants from Iran who travelled in groups by classifying 
them as “criminal tribes”; second, the class divisions among Irani migrants themselves, some 
of whom sought to become British subjects, some who remained Persian subjects but 
sought to use colonial legislation to their advantage, and many who had no property or 
grounds on which to exploit colonial laws but appealed to other traditions demanding their 
right to remain.  
 
The colonial imperative to criminalize itinerant Persian subjects became a bone of 
contention with the Persian government. In 1933 the Superintendent of Railway Police in 
Poona wrote to the District Magistrate about deporting “Gangs of Iranis about 87 in 
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number”262 and the five Shirazi men leading them who had been arrested. He claimed that 
these gangs moved about the district using the railways, committing crimes of “pilfering, 
extortion, mischief and terrorism” such that “the locality of Kedgaon station were put in 
great fear and had to close up their houses through the oppression of these Iranis.” Because 
it was difficult to convict all eighty-seven people based on evidence, people apparently 
“being mortally afraid to give a complaint against or even identify them,” the government 
would have preferred to denote the entire “gang of Persian gypsies” criminal. That however 
was not possible because the Persian government took issue with the identification of its 
subjects as “criminal tribes”. As the Railway Superintendent explained, “These gangs were 
formerly restricted under the Criminal Tribes Act, but this restriction was moved by 
Government on the representation of the Persian Counsel who described them as Persians.” 
A decision to deport that would normally have been taken by the Bombay Government was 
sent to the Government of India for approval in anticipation of protests from the Persian 
Consul. Bombay’s Political and Reforms department explained once again that the persons 
sought to be deported “belong to the nomad tribes of Persians who were declared to be 
criminal tribes by the Government of Bombay, but in view of the orders of the Government 
of India contained in their letter in the Foreign and Political Department, … dated 4th March 
1930, the notification applying the Criminal Tribes Act to them was withdrawn.” 
 
Deporting or prosecuting members of itinerant groups without depending on a law that 
criminalized a collective itinerant lifestyle itself posed a serious challenge for the British 
Indian colonial government. In a similar case in 1922, the district magistrate from Dharwar 
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(a town in Bombay presidency) had requested the deportation of an itinerant group of forty-
seven Iranis, including women and children, originally hailing from Shiraz, Iran. He claimed 
that they were a “nuisance to the Railway administration” and “a source of trouble… to 
peaceful travelers and villagers”, had no fixed abode, “no profession (apparently) that 
[cleared] them from suspicion of living more or less by “loot””, and were therefore 
“certainly “undesirable aliens””.263 And yet, the proclaimed leader (“naik”) of the group 
firmly represented himself and his fellow travelers in a petition to the Viceroy of India as 
“travelling merchants”. Claiming a century-long history of trading for his people in India and 
offering local governmental certification of their “genuine profession and harmlessness”, 
Mirza Haider Alibeg Sardar wrote that they deserved the same treatment as all other Persian 
subjects in India: 
 I and my companies are Persian subjects and have been in India for the last 100 years 
or so, traveling about throughout India, since the time of our ancestors, dealing in Gold 
mohums, Cutlary [sic.], Precious stones, Horses & Co. That we are gunine [sic.] traders, 
has been certified by nearly almost all the Government Officers of the Districts and 
states through which we have been travelling for the last century.  
 Our 300 people are in Bengal, 400 in Central Provinces, 150 in Punjab, 300 in 
Madras presidency, 200 in Mysore state all these are Persian Subjects…. 
 We have committed no offence, but the Bombay Government intends exporting us 
to our native place. But in this case we regret that your excellency may apply the same 
rule to all our people and not only to us. And the exportation will mean our destruction 
as we have been here for the last 100 years and we do not know of any person there nor 
(do) we have any place for residence there, and our transportation will only mean 
pushing us from the frying (pan) into the fire. And we earnestly pray your excellency not 
to bring us to such state and respectfully we request your excellency most humbly that 
we too may be treated as your excellency’s other rayats.  
 
 
Faced with Haider Alibeg’s claim of a hundred year long history of residence and trade in 
India, the Governor of Bombay had to concede that it was doubtful they could be legally 
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deported under the Foreigners Act. The deciding factor was that it appeared “whatever their 
origin might be, most or all of them have been resident in India for many years and were 
probably born in India.” Thus, eluding the prosecuting powers of both the Foreigners Act 
and the Criminal Tribes Act gave certain itinerant Irani groups in Bombay city and 
presidency like Haider Alibeg’s the power to elude the increasingly tightening colonial grip 
on human migrations. It is unsurprising therefore that members of such groups sought to 
emphasize their identity as Persian subjects, even representing themselves to the Persian 
Consul when necessary, who in his turn intervened for their right of recognition as Persian 
subjects and therefore not criminal tribes. This conflict of sovereign interests led to a long 
persistent strain in diplomatic relationships between the British colonial state in Bombay and 
India on the one hand, and Iran on the other- a dynamic that Mughal/Irani subjects in 
Bombay knew very well to exploit.  
 
The case of the 1931 “Anti Persian riots” in Bombay illustrates this configuration of power 
between states, subjects and itinerant “undesirables” rather well. Even in a case that involved 
no groups of itinerants but Mughal/Irani teashop owners instead, the “constant cause of 
friction” between the British colonial government and the government of Iran that was the 
Criminal Tribes Act became evident.264 Trying to explain why the Persian government was 
“making a great fuss about the business” of the looting of “twenty Persian “cafes and 
hotels”” in Bombay in November 1931, R. H. Hoare, the British envoy to Tehran wrote to 
E. B. Howell, the Foreign Secretary to the Government of India that he had little doubt that 
the Criminal Tribes Act was “where the shoe pinches most.” Howell confirmed that there 
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was indeed “the matter of the treatment in India of certain Persian nomads under a law 
known as the Criminal Tribes Act in India.” The Persian Consul General in Shimla had 
recently intervened several times on behalf of a group of “Persian nomads” in Peshawar, 
only to apparently eventually concede the colonial government’s claim that the group was 
“to a large extent composed of habitual criminals”. Hoare surmised that it was best to avoid 
the subject of the Criminal Tribes in the correspondence with Iran about the unrest of 1931 
because it “rankled terribly” with them as they “half thought that if Teymourtache himself 
visited India he ran some risk, at the whim of any policeman, of becoming a criminal tribe.” 
 
The matter however was not easy to put to bed. Howell noted that the Persian Consul 
General had registered yet another complaint about the act with him, and “we really must get 
down to it, and see whether we cannot do something to stop this constant cause of friction.” 
In January 1932 the Persian Consul General represented to the government in Delhi once 
again that he was yet to receive formal notification of the “cancellation by the Bombay 
Government of Notifications under the Criminal Tribes Act against Persian gipsies.” The 
life of Iranian migrants in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Bombay was therefore 
increasingly shaped between the grip of colonial laws and the relentless representation of 
issues affecting the “life and property of Persian subjects” by the Persian Consuls in Bombay 
and Shimla. These state representations in turn were made on the basis of complaints 
registered by Mughals/Iranis with their Consul seeking to use their status as subjects to 
ensure their own security. We return to take a closer look at the events around the urban 
unrest of 1931 targeting Mughal/Irani teashops to study what terms of identification can tell 




A Conundrum of Terms: Identification and Belonging 
On 10th January 1931, what began as a row between a teashop owner and a customer ended 
with a group of “Indian Mahomedans” attacking teashops run by “Persian Moghul” 
proprietors, damaging property but with no fatal results. The colonial government at the 
provincial and national levels began by denying that the violence amounted to anything more 
than a “disturbance”, calling it the “alleged anti-Persian riot”. The allegation in this case 
came from affected Mughal/Irani tea-shopkeepers as well as a group called the Anjuman 
Fottowat Yezdian Iranian that wrote to the Consul General for Persia in India and the 
Home Department of the colonial government for help. By 1932 however, the Chief 
Magistrate and Revenue Judge in Bombay overseeing the case, an Indian man named H.P 
Dastur, who awarded compensation to the affected storekeepers, was calling the event a 
“Mogul Mahomedan Riot”. There is thus a conundrum of terms in this case. The two 
opposing parties are alternatively referred to as Moghuls and Mahomedans, Persians and 
Indian Mussalmans, or Shia and Sunni. Who is a Moghul and when does he become an Irani 
and when is he a Persian? 
 
Two things quickly become apparent from reading the government records on the riot. First 
that “Mahomedan” was used to refer not simply to Muslims but specifically to Muslims born 
within the borders of British India, and in this particular case to Sunni Muslims; second that 
“Moghuls” or “Mughals”, while also Muslim, had their origins outside India. Writing about 
the usage of this term in eighteenth century South Asia, Mana Kia has argued that “Mughal” 
did not automatically connote foreignness as a total binary opposite to something “local”. 
“As a category of persons, Mughals embodied the aporetic status of transregionally mobile 
Persians, simultaneously strangers to the particular and intimates of the universal. They 
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could be either migrants or their descendants born in the subcontinent, often for several 
generations. The category Mughal was specific to the subcontinent because such people 
existed nowhere else. To become Mughals, migrants from Iran and Turan had to come to 
Timurid-ruled domains of Hindustan and stay.”265 “Mughal” was therefore a category which 
simultaneously accommodated a notion of origins as well as of migrations and residence, of 
the distant and the local.  
 
In 1931, the very distinction in the use of the words “Mughal” and “Persian” revealed a 
pattern: in local parlance the vernacular term “Mughal” was used more frequently to denote 
a community familiar in the neighborhoods of Bhendy Bazar and Dongri, while “Persians” 
or “Persian subjects” was enlisted for reasons of representation whenever the state- British 
Indian or Iranian Pahlavi- became a party to the conversation. In their reports on the riot, 
the Bombay Police- from the Indian Superintendent of Police, D. V. Karnik, to the British 
Police Commissioner, G. S. Wilson- steadfastly referred to the owners of the vandalized 
teashops as “Moghals”. The other sources to use the word “Moghal” are the newspaper 
accounts in the Times of India, and the above-mentioned Indian Chief Magistrate who 
christened the riots the “Moghul Mahomedan Riots” later in 1932. In contrast, the term 
“Persians” and “Persian subjects” are used most prolifically by the Persian Consul General 
and other Persian ministers in representing the needs of their government’s subjects to the 
colonial government in Delhi or the British envoy, and in the responses of the latter. On 5th 
November 1931, for example, the Persian Minister for Foreign Affairs wrote to the British 
envoy in Tehran that a telegram had been received “from the Persians in Bombay to the 
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effect that a number of vagabonds of Indian Mussulmans have attacked the shops of the 
Persians and have thrown stones at about twenty hotels and cafes of the Persians and 
pillaged the same.”266 In a similar vein, the Persian Consul General wrote to the Foreign 
Secretary to the Government of India a few days later that “the Persians, as reported, still 
feel anxious about the safety of their lives” and as such he requested that “ immediate 
instructions be issued to the authorities concerned to take effective measures for protection 
of the lives and property of the Persian subjects.” 
 
In fact the affected Mughals themselves referred to their community in similar terms when 
they wrote representations to the colonial government in English. However, a closer reading 
of the sole available letter suggests the lack of embeddedness or any local meaning of 
“Persian” when it came to communal identification and the neighborhood. The language in 
the letter slips between the use of the formal “Persian” and local place-based identifiers such 
as “Sistani”. The day after the vandalism in January 1931 the President of the Anjuman 
Fottowat Yezdian Iranian (Association of Yazdi Iranian Youth) in Bombay wrote a letter to 
the Secretary of the Home Department of the Government of India, repeatedly identifying a 
community of Persians in the city. “In Bombay,” he wrote, “the majority of the Persian 
community are hotel keepers and as a community they have always lived peacefully and have 
never given any trouble to the authorities or to any other communities.” They also claimed 
that “The Persian community in the city are all scattered and they are not in one place and as 
such there is great fear amongst them and they are all panic stricken,” on account of “All 
sorts of rumours… being circulated about the further attacks on the Persian Community.” 
And yet, while apparently positing the existence of a singular community of Persians in the 
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city, when describing the individuals involved in the original fight that began the riot the 
letter refers not to a Persian but to a Sistani, denoting the person’s origins in the Iranian 
province of Sistan. As the naturalization applications and deportation documents have also 
shown, appending a place name to one’s given name (Sistani, Tehrani, Yazdi, Shirazi, 
Ardakani) was the more common way to self-identify amongst Persians living in Bombay.  
 
The letter narrates the events of the riot thus: 
From reports that have been brought to the Anjuman, last night at about 11 pm, a 
quarrel took place between a motor driver and one Sistani near the Subhanallah Hotel at 
Bhendy Bazar as a result of which the Sistani was arrested and the motor driver was 
removed to the hospital for some minor injuries which he had received in the quarrel.  
After this incident at about midnight a big crowd of Mohamedan hooligans collected at 
the corner of Bhendy Bazar near Subhanallah Hotel and indulged in stone throwing at 
the said shop and after a time rushed in the said shop and smashed its furniture and 
looted some cash and other articles. From this shop the crowd went to the other tea 
shops nearby and looted the cash and other removeable articles and smashed the other 
contents… All the tea shops belonged to the Persians and were it not for the timely 
arrival of the police, further shops would also have been looted. 
 
 
“Mughal” and “Persian” therefore signified very different but co-existent relations between 
people and place. The former was, to use Kia’s words, an aporetic term of identification 
which while denoting foreignness also created a locally familiar and specifically South Asian 
category of belonging for this community. To be from Iran and arrive in Bombay in the early 
twentieth century therefore meant to arrive not in a completely alien land but in the midst of 
a familiar and locally recognized community, be it of Parsi Iranis or of Mughal Iranis. 
“Persian” on the other hand took place of origin and property ownership as the definitive 
markers of subjecthood and thus political belonging. Unlike “Mughal”, a locally embedded 
signifier, “Persian” was produced by a governmental discourse on imperial subjecthood that 
explicitly sought to distinguish the Persian from the Indian.  
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The efforts of Mughals/Iranis in Bombay to represent their needs to both the Pahlavi as well 
as British Indian governments indicates a conscious use of the apparatus of imperial 
governance to seek protection for “the lives and properties of all Persians” in the city. In so 
far as that required the affected shopkeepers and various Irani associations in the city to 
represent Persians as a singular group eligible for subject protection, these itinerant subjects 
were very willing to do so. However, a willing official self-identification as Persians did not 
occlude or replace older ways of referring to fellow migrants from Iran by place names- 
consequently we have the Anjuman of Yazdi Iranians, the Sistani who got in the fight, or the 
name of the President of the Anjuman- Hāji Mohammed Agā Khān Yazdi. The same 
pattern of self-naming is also the norm in the applications for naturalization as British 
subjects discussed earlier: Mughals/Iranis who appended Tehrani, Esfahani, Ardakani or 
Shirazi to their names, describing themselves as “Persian Moghal subject(s) residing in 
India.” The three registers of self-identification- the official (Persian), the local (Mughal) and 
the itinerant (Tehrani/Yazdi/Esfahani/Shirazi etc.)- all co-existed.  
 
While the affected Mughals/Iranis in the 1931 riots claimed their Persian status in order to 
earn compensation for their loss of property, those applying for naturalization as British 
subjects were similarly frequently motivated by practical considerations. As discussed above, 
Nasrat Khanum applied for naturalization in order to recover the use of her own property in 
Iran from illegal occupants. Haji Syed Abdul Rasul Yezdi applied because his son “intended 
to receive instruction at Bombay in Wireless Telegraphy and was informed that only sons of 
British subjects were eligible for such training.”267 Aga Saiyid Zain-ul-Abidin did so because 
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he was told his being a British subject would facilitate the recovery of outstanding dues from 
merchants in Iran.268 The same reason motivated Aga Abdullah Tehrani, proprietor of the 
Naderi Printing Press in Bombay and resident in the city for twenty-three years, to became a 
naturalized British subject in 1927. However when in 1940 the Bombay government found 
that he had been traveling for a few years on an Iranian passport as well, he averred that he 
did not mind his certificate of naturalization being revoked if necessary. He simply desired 
smooth travel while in possession of a large sum of money between Iran and India: “I being 
a trader have a large account and property in Persia and to clear up the same I want to go to 
Persia and then return to Bombay again. Therefore I beg your honour to please give me such 
recommendation that while returning to Bombay from Persia, British Consul may not 
trouble me in the matter.269 
 
While the governmental practices of classification of people as subjects-in-place in the early 
twentieth century had effects on setting the new parameters of belonging therefore, 
vernacular terms such as “Mughal” and “Irani” continued to be enduring markers of social 
belonging in the neighborhood and the city. It is no surprise that even though the mosque of 
Shia Iranis in Bombay is identified at its entrance by Persian letters saying “Masjid-e Iranian” 
(Mosque of Iranians), it is popularly identified in Dongri today (as well as on Google Maps) 
as “Mughal Masjid”. Twentieth century Bombay was “home” to many migrants from Iran, 
both in the sense that there were spaces in the city that were familiar or home-like for these 
migrants (Mughal Masjid, for example) and that there were spaces (such as Irani cafes or 
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bakeries) that other Bombay residents routinely patronized and recognized as associated with 
Iranis or Mughals.  
 
The 1931 unrest itself, while representing a moment of antagonism between Shia Iranis and 
non Shia Bombay Muslims, indicating “anti-Persian sentiment” as the petitioners claimed, 
also simultaneously revealed the much more quotidian cohabitation of Irani/Mughal and 
non-Irani residents in these neighborhoods and restaurants. The initial scuffle started 
because of a quarrel between “a Sunni chauffeur and a Persian café boy”270, because the 
“Sistani” owner of Subhanallah Hotel at Bhendy Bazar Junction came out to intervene on 
behalf of his young Sunni employee. Neither the employment of a Sunni Muslim by an Irani 
proprietor, nor the presence of Sunni customers at the Irani teashop were unusual features. 
To the contrary such cafes owned by Iranis- Mughal and Parsi- were a standard feature of 
social life in port Bombay of the early twentieth century, and played a great role in supplying 
the eating needs of the city’s proletariat. The twenty Mughal owned teashops and restaurants 
attacked on the night of 31st October 1931 were all located within walking distance of one 
another, in two adjoining city sections- Dongri and Pydhonie. The police reported that there 
had been talk among “some Mahomedans” of a boycott of the Mughal tea stores but no 
such boycott came to fruition. Most of the affected shops were open for business within two 
to four days, catering to their customers of diverse denominations.  
 
While the working class patrons of these teashops and eating houses would not have written 
to newspapers singing the praises of their sources of food, other more privileged patrons 
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did, describing the ubiquity and importance of the Irani eating establishments in the city. In 
1910 an European correspondent wrote to the Times of India about the importance of 
regulating sanitary standards at Irani restaurants, after describing at great length their value to 
the “persons of moderate means and others still less well off.”271 These Irani restaurants, he 
wrote, “suppl[ied] a real want in the life of the middle and poor classes generally” since for 
“something between two and four annas a fairly good meal may be had.” Not only was their 
popularity beyond question, he added that “they may also be said to be cosmopolitan- for 
one cannot fail to see persons of various castes, creeds and colour (not even the exclusive 
Brahmin excepted) satisfying the needs of the “inner man.””  
 
In 1918 a staunch loyalist of empire, expressed his gratitude to the figure of the Irani: “The 
poorest man, the veriest beggar, however slender his means, the Irani made it possible for 
him to obtain the wherewithal to appease the pangs of hunger.”272 Describing the benefits of 
having “a great number of Irani eating houses in Bombay” he elaborated: “People in 
ordinary circumstances- soldiers and sailors, have come to recognize the advantage they 
derive by having their meals and refreshments at the Iranis at prices a quarter of what they 
used to pay elsewhere.” Another correspondent retorted that the food served by Iranis, 
while indeed cheap, was not appealing enough to the taste. He agreed however that, “Irani 
shops in Bombay are one of its prominent features and are to be found in its highways and 
byways. They are a time-honoured institution, and the City’s tastes and perhaps its appetites, 
likewise, have been educated by them, to the point where their sudden disappearance would 
spell a calamity…  The popular view… figures the Irani shop as synonymous with a tea-
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shop, and finds it impossible to picture it otherwise… The Irani has to answer for having 
created the tea habit among those, who otherwise perhaps would never have taken it at odd 
hours!”273 Already by 1918 therefore, the figure of the Irani, popularly associated with tea, 
pastries and cheap food was recognized and familiar to poorer residents and laborers of 
Bombay city, particularly in the harbor areas.  
 
Ādāb,  Hospitality, and the Reproduction of Homeliness 
If newspapers, government records and police reports offer a means to estimate the ways in 
which government, police and Bombay society understood Iranis/Mughals to be related to 
the city, travelogues give us the itinerant’s view of the city as a space and its relation to its 
communities, Iranis/Mughals and otherwise. The travelogue or safarnāmah became an 
increasingly popular genre of Persian literature in the nineteenth century with the expansion 
of travel opportunities. Unlike the colonial gaze which sought to distinguish the point at 
which a “foreigner” became a rightfully belonging “subject” in British India, these accounts 
by travelers to Bombay from Iran offer a perspective that is not preoccupied with 
establishing a fixed, unitary relationship between people and place. The itinerant gaze of the 
safarnāmah suggested that a new place could be rendered “home-like” by the experience of 
familiar social conventions and etiquettes. For instance, reading the travel account of Aqā 
Ahmed Behbahānī, an early nineteenth century traveler from Iran to` Hindustan, Mana Kia 
illustrates how social interaction shaped the traveler’s perception of a place. It was the ethical 
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comportment and moral stature of a city’s inhabitants that rendered new places familiar to 
Behbahānī, “transforming the proximity and thus identity of place itself.”274  
 
One of the principal features of good comportment (ādāb) that marked Behbahanī’s 
descriptions of the people he encountered on his travels was their hospitality and generosity. 
The expression of elaborate praise and gratitude for the host by the author of the travelogue 
was in turn the traveler’s show of proper ādāb, a tradition that left its mark in several 
safarnāmahs including that of Ali ibn Hussain Vaqār al-Mulk, a man who traveled to Bombay 
close to a century after Behbahānī. From a study of Vaqār al-Mulk’s travelogue275 it is 
evident that at the turn of the twentieth century the sites of homeliness for itinerant Iranis in 
Bombay were produced by the munificence and ādāb of prosperous merchants from Iran. It 
was the wealth and noble habits of merchants and religious personages like Hajī Muhammad 
Hussein Shirāzī and Agā Khān I that enabled the cohering of a community of itinerants and 
Iranis around the mahmānkhānāhs (guesthouses), mosques, takiyahs (mourning halls) and 
hammāms (public baths) built to resemble those in Iran.  
 
The logic that provided for these physical sites and spaces of belonging was not the colonial 
one of property ownership, but that of an ethics (akhlāq) of cultural and social virtuosity. 
Nile Green’s study of multiple travelogues has demonstrated how the presence of large 
numbers of Iranian holy men in Bombay depended on the existence of a wealthy class of 
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Travelogues between Iran and India,” in On the Wonders of Land and Sea: Persianate Travel Writing, eds. Roberta 
Micallef and Sunil Sharma (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013), 64.  
 
275 Ali ibn Hussain Vaqār al-Mulk, Jām-i Jam: Tārīkh-i Hindustān (Tehran: Printing House of Mirza Hussain 
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expatriate merchant patrons.276  While his work, Bombay Islam, and the travelogues of his 
study reveal a thickly populated world of itinerant Sufis and “holy men” in Bombay, these 
same mercantile networks of generosity also hosted a large number of Iranian travelers and 
migrants not engaged in spiritual labor. The inhabitants of these musāfirkhānāhs and 
mahmānkhānāhs were guests for varying ranges of time: some eventually returning to homes 
in Iran, others moving on to other residences and professions in Bombay, and many 
sustaining lifestyles between Bombay and places in Iran. The point at which, therefore, an 
individual traveler ceased to be “foreign” or “of another place” and became a “local” or “of 
this place” is not clearly delineable.  
 
While British India had long ceased its use of Persianate forms of governance at the end of 
the nineteenth century, the shared norms of a Persianate culture still governed itinerant 
habits and lifestyles in Bombay when Vaqār al-Mulk visited. Ali ibn Hussain Vaqār al-Mulk 
traveled to several places in Hindustan beginning with Bombay, in the reign of Muzzafar al-
Din Shah Qajar (r. 1896-1907) in Iran, and published a book called Jām-i Jam: Tārīkh-i 
Hindustān. His perspective as a guest in Bombay reveals the centrality of ādāb and the norms 
of social interaction (murāvadah) in his conception of the relation between people and place, 
not the ownership of property or religious affiliation. He describes Bombay primarily as a 
place of freedom for people of many different religions (dīn), communities (millat), clans 
(tāyifih) and groups (qabāyil) and among the many groups he describes, Shia Irani migrants 
have a definite and assured place. The place of this community is described in terms of its 
relation to the policies of the colonial state which guaranteed the freedom to practice their 
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religion (Twelver Shiism); to the generosity of rich expatriates who reproduced the comforts 
of home (manzil) in Bombay; and to the other religious groups inhabiting the city, some of 
whom engaged them in hatred and bigotry, and some in friendship. In summary, in narrating 
the history of Bombay through the prism of how its climate, government, expatriates and 
diverse residents treated Iranian Shias, Jām-i Jam describes the life and place of Mughals in 
the city.  
 
Printed for the second time in 1322/1904 at the printing house of Mīrzā Hussain Tehrānī 
(the first edition was published in 1316/1898), Ali ibn Hussain Vaqār al-Mulk’s Jām-i Jam: 
Tārīkh-i Hindustān was published as a lithograph in Iran. The name of the text declares itself 
a part of the Persian tārīkh (historical chronicle) tradition. However, the publisher’s note 
before the text describes Jām-i Jam as both a history of India (tārīkh-i hindustān) and a 
travelogue (siyāhatnāmah). In keeping with tārīkh’s tradition of ascertaining truth by 
considering the author’s own experience the most reliable historical evidence, Vaqār al-Mulk 
based his historical account of Bombay on his own itinerary of travel and observation of 
people, modes and manners. Yet, simultaneously, the author and the publisher both invoked 
the newness of the text, by the use of numbers and statements of “facts” and “conditions” 
of history and geography, as distinguished from stories. The publisher’s preface explained 
that in the reign of Muzaffar al-Din Shāh, books of useless stories (kutūb-i afsānehā-yi litāyat) 
were gradually rejected, and common people desired new information (ittilā‘āt-i jadīdih) and 
history and geography (tārīkh va jughrāfīyā). Vaqār al-Mulk’s account thus inhabits this 
transitional genre between tārīkh, safarnāmah and new disciplines like geography. Evoking 
this language of facts and conditions (hālāt) the section on Bombay is accordingly titled 
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“Description of the facts and what is known (hālāt va ma‘lumāt) about the populous port of 
Bombay that is the first land (khāk)”, that is, the first stop in Vaqār al-Mulk’s tour of 
Hindustan.  
 
In Vaqār al-Mulk’s narration Bombay begins as an island of jungles and wild animals 
(hayvānāt-i vehshī) inhabited only by a handful of wild Indian fishermen (yek musht hindī vehshī 
māhīgīr) who lived beneath trees, and becomes one of the most populous, prosperous and 
civilized (bā-tarbīyat) cities of Hindustan under British rule. He describes Bombay not only as 
a city of great pleasantness, but also as one of great freedom and diversity of population, 
both of which he attributes to British rule. Under British government trade and industry 
flourished in the port and “the avenues of trade [were] so vast that its branches [had] pulled 
in all the countries of the world.” He is struck by the “perfect freedom” (kamāl āzādī) of the 
city’s inhabitants to follow any faith or religious leader, which he attributes to the policy of 
the government to allow freedom of religious practice. However, he also suggests that the 
people of the city had no quarrel with other communities offering competing claims of 
religious truth: 
Because of the strength and breadth of the trade different tribes have scattered in this 
city who in perfect freedom (kamāl āzādī) go about openly and flagrantly (bī-pardah va 
āshkār) with every religion and nationality (dīn va millat) that is believed in. If anyone 
makes claims of prophethood (nubuvat) and religious leadership (imāmat) nobody has has 
any quarrel with them… With this description the English have granted freedom by not 
obstructing anybody's thoughts on religion. Except those people who intentionally make 
speeches against the state such that sedition is incited by them, whoever it is, it is 
impossible that he will be spared, and will be subjected to imprisonment for a period of 
ten years on remote islands.277  
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Within this narrative of British led trade, development and religious freedom, he locates a 
diversity of religious communities, not all of which receive equal attention in his pages on 
Bombay. While attributing to the British industry, education (tarbīyat) and the study of 
science (tahṣil-i ‘ilm), the community of Hindus (millat-i Hanūd) and the people of Hind 
(qaum-i Hindī) he calls dirty (kashīf), uneducated (bī-tarbīyat), lazy (tan parvar) and insolent (lā 
ubālī). He observes further that “there is no grief or jealousy or zeal in the happy land of 
Hindustan”. Teetering between critical and exalting, he elaborates later in the text: “Sorrow 
and anguish and worry and melancholy do not exist amongst the people of Hind (millat-i 
Hindī)… Troubles high and low are known but the pleasurable ways of life (lutf-i lazāmathā-yi 
zindigānī-yi insān) are settled.” He seems to hold two things responsible for these attributes: a 
reluctance to adopt the modernizing influence of the British due to a persistent adherence to 
the “arrangements and religious habits of their ancestors of thousand years” and the climate 
of the land.   In his view it was “the earth of that country that makes the creatures of that 
place spiritless and lazy and indifferent and gives them an insolent upbringing.” If the 
climate was responsible for the inherent nature of the people of India, it followed that Irani 
migrants who lived there for long enough also became of the very same nature, pliant and 
contented: 
For those Iranis (jans-i Irānī) who having often gone to that country marry and live there, 
not long passes [before] their natures (jansīyat) too become like that of those gentlemen 
[Hindis]. They are satisfied with their lot and contented with the bare provisions for 
keeping soul and body together (quti lā-yāmūt).278 
 
His disparaging view of the civility, education and cleanliness of Hindus notwithstanding it is 
not primarily the different kinds of Hindus of Bombay or their religious beliefs that are of 
interest to Vaqār al-Mulk. When speaking of the two hundred thousand Hindus of the city, 
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he describes their temples, music, worship and women with far more interest than any 
details of their faith. Even his critique of idol worship is subtle and follows a much longer 
description of the grandeur of idol-houses and the ethereal beauty of the women engaged in 
singing songs of worship: “After entering the idol-house (butkhānah) these living idols (buthā-
yi jāndār) prostrate themselves in front of those lifeless idols (buthā-yi bījān) that are built 
from stone… What expectations do unbelievers (kāfirs) have of lifeless idols?” While the 
deity whose worship Vaqār al-Mulk describes at some length is Krishna (because he 
describes the idol as wearing a peacock feather on his head) and the worshippers in question 
therefore Vaishnavites, he never mentions the deity or the followers by name. He addresses 
all Hindus under the title qaum-i Hanūd (community of Hindus) and he describes their 
temples and rituals with the same attention as he devotes to the mosque and Muharram 
rituals of Irani Shias.  
 
Unlike his predecessors in travel to India like Hāji Ali Pirzadeh279, Vaqār al-Mulk makes no 
effort to reconcile or revoke the religious beliefs of widely divergent groups. His comments 
on matters of faith are passing, descriptions of rituals, buildings and social norms of 
behavior much more detailed. The religious beliefs in the heterogeneous world of Hinduism 
interest him not at all, and those in the world of Bombay Islam only when it pertains to 
Shiism in some way. Thus, among the Sunnis of Bombay the two most important sects 
(firqah) he names are Kūknī (Konkanis) and Memons. The group (taīfah) of Konkanis he 
describes as considering themselves Muslim but bigoted and hateful of Shias: 
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… their etiquette (ādāb) and religious customs (rusūmāt-i dīndārī) are of a sort that they 
know the complete rules of their community (millat) to include a particular religious 
bigotry and hatred and enmity against Shias of Ali ibn Abu Tālib PBUH, such that they 
consider the taking of their [Shia] blood and property as mandated (ḥalāl) and permitted 
(mubāḥ).”280  
Memons, in comparison to Konkanis he says, are less bigoted and engage in friendship with 
Shias (ba shī’i-yān murāvadah mīkunand). The religious beliefs of Sunnis at large or Konkanis 
and Memons specifically were of no concern to Vaqār al-Mulk- the more important standard 
for describing them was their ādāb (etiquette) and their social behavior towards Shias.  
 
Vaqār al-Mulk’s most visceral words of judgment were not against Hindus, Parsis, or Sunnis 
in general, but specifically against Konkanis, who he describes as holding a “heartfelt enmity 
and hostility for the family of Hazrat Shah Vilayat PBUH.”281 He outlines at some length 
how Konkanis celebrate Big Id during the ten days of Shia mourning for Muharram. They, 
he claims, spend money on wine and food lavishly “in a spectacle against Shias and Iranis” 
while they are busy fasting and commemorating Muharram; invade Shia neighborhoods, 
throw dust and stones at them, call them dirty, play pipes and drums to display their joy and 
festivity right opposite the takiyahs where Iranis engage in mourning through roożahkhānī 
(poetry reading) and ta‘ziyahdārī (ritual enactment), and even attack Irani takiyahs and 
individuals directly. In contrast to Konkanis, Iranis and Shias devote those ten days to ritual 
mourning and cutting themselves, making water freely available at street intersections and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
280 Vaqār al-Mulk, “Shar‘-i hālāt va ma‘lūmāt-i bandar-i ma‘mūrah-yi bambaī ‘ ke avval khāk,” in Jām-i Jam, n.p. 
281 “Hazrat Shah Vilayat” possibly refers to Sharf-ud-din Ali of Amroha, Uttar Pradesh, popularly known as 
Shah Wilayat. Shah Wilayat was a descendant of the tenth Imam Ali Naqi and he founded Amroha when he 
migrated to North India from Wasit in Iraq in the fourteenth century. Under the rule of the Nawab of Awadh 
in the eighteenth century, Amroha became the most influential Shia centre in North India after Lucknow. 
Justin Jones, “The Local Experiences of Reformist Islam in a ‘Muslim’ Town in Colonial India: The Case of 
Amroha,” Modern Asian Studies 43, no. 4 (2009): 875-876.   
	  
 165	  
saqqakhanahs, performing in ta‘ziyahs and poetry reading and thereby embodying Hazrat 
Sayyid al Shahra.   
 
One of the features of life as an Irani Shia in nineteenth century Bombay as painted by 
Vaqār al-Mulk therefore was a social mistrust between the community and Konkani Sunnis 
that often manifested in violence around the time of Muharram. In the conflict between 
Irani Shias and Konkani Sunnis he considered the British the arbiter of justice and fairness 
(‘adālat va inṣāf-i haqshenāsī). It was simply the English state’s willingness to close all liquor 
shops (dukānhā-yi sharābfurūshī) and drinking holes (maikhānah) in the last three days of 
Muharram, despite the massive loss in revenue from the sale of liquor, that kept Konkanis 
and Sunnis from getting drunk, “departing from their natural state and attacking the Shias.” 
In the picture of diversity painted by Vaqār al-Mulk therefore, conflict and violence is far 
from absent. But in his narrative the participants of this violence are specifically identified as 
Konkani, and all other communities described in terms of their varying relations to Iran or 
Irani Shias.   
 
Parsis for instance are described as a group “who are called Gabr or Majūs (fire worshippers 
or magi) in Iran and royal princes (shāhzādah ha-yi kayanī) and god-worshipping Persians 
(fārsīhā-yi yāzdān parast) in Hindustan.” Among this community of intelligent, beautiful, well 
dressed and sophisticated people, usually employed as merchants, government employees or 
actors, about five thousand were uneducated (bītarbiyat) and did not know English because 
they had migrated recently from Iran to Hind. In his description of Irani Parsis therefore 
Vaqār al-Mulk replicates the class condescension of the older Parsis of Bombay, who he 
describes in the most laudatory of terms. He is even more strongly condescending towards 
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the followers of traveling dervishes whom he calls menial hashish addicts (mardūm-i rajjālah-yi 
charsī). The foolish people of Hind (hindīhā-yi ahmak), he says, will accept the claims of 
prophethood (paigambarī va imāmiyat) of any traveling mendicant who settles down in a 
forest, collects a group of hashish and cannabis addicts around him and displays miracles. 
However, he adds, this is not distinctive to Hindustan. It is also possible in Iran to deceive 
people by the very same means: “The beliefs of the people of Iran and Hind do not have 
many differences from one another.” Hindustan or Bombay in particular therefore was not 
rendered a strange or unfamiliar place to Vaqār al-Mulk by virtue of the divergent religious 
beliefs of its many communities. People who were unfamiliar in terms of religion in Iran 
could be related to in terms of their etiquette (ādāb), customs (rusūmāt) and education 
(tarbiyat)) or lack thereof. In other words, what produced in great part a sense of being ‘at 
home’ for the Irani Shia migrant in the diverse milieu of Bombay was the right ādāb and 
attitude towards Shias.  
 
This sense of home (vatan) and spaces “like Iran” in Bombay were materially produced by 
the appropriate ādāb of wealthy Iranian expatriates. Merchants like Hāji Muhammad 
Hussain Shirazi and religious personalities like the Agā Khān were expected to display their 
virtuous manhood by means of their open handed generosity. The deceased Shirazi 
merchant Hāji Muhammad Hussain, wrote Vaqār al-Mulk, “one of the revered (mu‘tabar) 
merchants of Iran,” built a mosque in Bombay “in the manner of Iranian mosques”. 
Describing the beauty of the mosque and its features he said that few other mosques of such 
brightness (ṣafā) and ornamentation (ārastegī) were built in that time in all the cities of 
Hindustan or Iran. While the Muslims of Bombay had built nearly two thousand heavenly 
mosques in the city, none matched or would ever match this mosque in spirit (rūh) and 
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purity (ṣafā). Next to this, he wrote, the deceased Agā Khān constructed a hammām (public 
bath) that was “the exclusive Iranian-style hammām in Bombay city.” The generosity of these 
revered Persian figures was therefore central to the reproduction of familiar built spaces for 
all Irani migrants in the city, particularly Shias.  
 
While this network of familiar support was largely framed by religious affiliation, its benefits 
did not only accrue to Irani Shias. The mahmānkhānahs (guest houses) built by Agā Khān 
were reserved for the use of all travelers from Iran in need of lodging. Despite the fact that 
Agā Khān’s Ismailis were the subject of theological criticism in Iran because of the challenge 
they posed to the monopoly of the Shia ulemā, Vaqār al-Mulk was profuse in his praise of 
the eminence and generosity of the deceased Agā Khān. Like Hāji Ali Pirzāda and many 
other Iranian travelers to Bombay before and after him, Vaqār al-Mulk would quite possibly 
have sought shelter with the family of the Agā Khān, an exile from Iran himself. Devoting 
substantial sections of his text to the praise of his host would in turn be the appropriate 
display of ādāb on the part of the author. Thus, while Vaqār al-Mulk was skeptical in his 
description of Khojas, the people (ummat) of Agā Khān Mahallati, and their special religion 
(mazhab-i makhṣūṣī) “that is neither Shia nor Sunni nor Hindu nor Nusrani (Christian)”, his 
praise for the Agā Khān himself was undivided. He described the rituals of the Khojas as 
revolving entirely around the figure of the Agā Khān who they considered the prophet 
(paigambar), and his descendants whom they obeyed from complete faith. He remarked how 
they considered the ground of Agā Khān’s house holier (muqaddastar) than the house of God 
(zamīn-i khānah-yi khudā), kneeling at his threshold to pray when they traveled there for 
pilgrimage (ziyārat). These disciples spent all their money visiting Bombay from afar- all over 
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Hindustan, Badakshan, Zangbar (Zanzibar) and Muscat- where, after “circumambulating 
around the Agā's house and becoming Hājīs in their own thoughts” they returned.  
 
In contrast to his tone while narrating Khoja belief which depicted them as somewhat 
foolish, his praise for the deceased Agā Khān was superlative. Nowhere in all of Iran or 
Hindustan, he claimed, had a man of such lofty magnanimity and generosity (b‘uluvva-yi 
himmat va futuvvat) been seen. Despite not having met the man himself, Vaqār al-Mulk 
described in great detail how the former Agā Khān used to treat his guests as though he had 
witnessed it himself. The Agā Khān of his description was generous both in money and 
manner. On the one hand his house was “a refuge and shelter (maljā va panāh) for all 
strangers and travelers (gharbā va musāfirīn) from Iran”; his mahmānkhānahs (guesthouses) had 
every provision that anyone arriving from Iran, the highest or the lowest, could want for 
their comfort. On the other hand, the man personally cared about his guests’ wellbeing. He 
visited their quarters at sunrise everyday, greeted them and enquired about the food and 
provisions for their comfort. He calculated and provided for the expenses of every guest, 
even including a sum for gifts for their families. No traveler ever had less than fifty tomans a 
day for lunch and dinner and in the course of a year the Agā Khān spent more than thirty 
thousand tomans in gifts and tips (baẕl va bakshīsh). Because of this open-handed noble 
behavior travelers from Iran in Bombay felt at home: “(Even) if a person spends time in his 
house for a period of one year he never feels sad, instead time passes as in their own homes 
(manzil) and homelands (vatan).”282 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




It was thus the deceased Agā Khān’s exemplary etiquette as expressed in his hospitality and 
generosity that made spaces like “home” available to travelers from Iran in Bombay. In 
Vaqār al-Mulk’s narrative there emerges a picture of a thriving social life for Iranian migrants 
in nineteenth century Bombay centered around definite locations- the Mughal Masjid in 
Nishanpada, the Agā Khān’s house and guesthouses, the three takiyahs or mourning halls 
occupied during Muharram- all provided for by the generosity of others and not owned or 
maintained by those who resided there. A place for the Iranian migrant in Bombay was 
guaranteed both by the freedom of religious practice and the generosity and ādāb of earlier 
and venerated Iranian exiles and merchants. It was also complicated and sometimes 
threatened by the violence arising from sectarian conflict with some sections of Sunni 
Muslims, a fear of which continued well into the twentieth century, as the brief anti-Persian 
conflict of 1931 attested to. At no point does Vaqār al-Mulk’s narrative display any interest 
in ownership of property as a criteria of distinguishing where a migrant belonged or intended 
to establish “home”, nor much in the theological content of diverse religious groups.  
 
Instead, the exiled and controversial (in Iran) religious figure of the Agā Khān became a 
marker of home in Bombay because of ethical habits vastly familiar and expected in the 
Persianate cultural lexicon. This was a cultural world much more at home with itinerancy 
than the British colonial state, and with forms of social dependence and belonging not made 
legible in the language of property but of other universal norms of comportment and 
culture. Indeed, it can be said that the ideal ādāb enabled itinerant lifestyles across the 
Persianate sphere and in late nineteenth-early twentieth century Bombay these norms still 
governed habits of itinerancy. This chapter has demonstrated how such an ādāb differed in 
its parameters for judging social belonging from the colonial state which was engaged at the 
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turn of the century in forging increasingly policed state borders and locating individuals in 
place in terms of property. In the late nineteenth-early twentieth century such ideas still 
resisted the colonial common sense that property definitively roots people in place.  
 
The next chapter studies the further unfolding of the colonial logic of capital, and its 
entanglement in emergent ideas of the nation. Between the geopolitical restructuring of 
imperial borders set in motion by the First World War and the growing challenge posed by 
the nationalist movement in India, new ideas about the relation between people, place and 
nation began to take shape. For itinerant merchants who lived between Bombay and Aden 
(southern Yemen) forced to reckon with the drawing of hard borders, the simultaneity of 
belonging in both cities was staked in the language of capital, united by the vision of a nation 












“Patriotic citizens of Aden and Bombay”: merchant capital, 
self-fashioning and the battle for Aden 
 
 
On Churchgate Street in south Mumbai, now called Veer Nariman Road, there stands a 
statue of a man identified by the plaque as “Sir Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw of Aden”. 
Erected in 1949, two years after the independence of India, this merchant’s statue was part 
of the state of Maharashtra’s move to replace the existing statues of British governors with 
those of Indian nationalists like Gopal Krishna Gokhale, Mahadeo Govind Ranade, 
Dinshaw Edulji Wachaw, and Hormusjee Dinshaw. The plaque beneath his statue further 
reads, “A very patriotic philanthropic and respected citizen of Aden and Bombay. Maker of 
modern Aden and Trustee of the Parsee Panchayat Bombay.” That an Indian citizen chosen 
to be memorialized for his patriotism should be publicly identified by a place well outside 
the borders of the state of India- Aden is a port city in the Republic of Yemen- is unusual in 
the context of twenty-first century nationalism. But in the mid twentieth century right after 
Indian independence, and during the century preceding it, it wasn’t so at all.  
 
The plaque’s identifier of Hormusjee as being “of Aden” is in fact an English translation of 
the Dinshaw family’s popular name in colonial Bombay as well as modern Mumbai- 
“Adenwalla”. The Adenwalla residence in Mumbai today is still called Adenwalla Baug 
(Bagh), as it was in the time of Hormusjee (1857-1939). How was it possible for an Indian 
man to be considered a patriotic citizen of both Aden and Bombay, cities that came to 
belong to different countries after the end of colonial rule? It was so because the history of 
nationalism in India, as Partha Chatterjee has argued, is a story of crooked lines, of “twists 
	   172	  
and turns, … suppressed possibilities (and) contradictions… unresolved,”283 not all of which 
led to the final form that the Indian national state took at independence. Pausing at one such 
historical juncture with never-realized possibilities, I consider here the case of the Bombay 
merchants who professed a historical, sentimental and practical connection with Aden and 
wanted to see it as part of a federation of Indian states.  Where did merchants like the 
Adenwallas imagine themselves as belonging- in Bombay, or Aden, or both? And where did 
Aden in the early twentieth century belong- to the Bombay Presidency, a soon to be 
autonomous Indian federation, an Arab Yemen, or a British Middle East?  
 
This chapter studies a specific merchant community in early twentieth century Bombay and 
their claims over space. It comprised of merchant-capitalists who developed significant 
trading relations with the British settlement of Aden since 1839 when it first came under the 
administration of the Bombay Presidency. Beginning in 1921 with the proposal of the British 
government to transfer control of Aden to the Colonial Office, these merchants from 
diverse ethnic and religious communities— Parsi, Baniya, Bohra, Khoja— staged more than 
a decade long battle against the British Indian and metropolitan governments to retain civil 
administration of Aden in Bombay and further to secure it representation in the “future 
Federal parliament”284 of India. This struggle, enacted through the means of resolutions and 
petitions passed and signed at meetings of associations, deputations to governors and 
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viceroys, legislative council debates and scathing newspaper articles made brilliant use of the 
liberal apparatuses of empire to derail a desired colonial government policy for sixteen years.  
 
The petition as a tool of liberal nationalist politics in this case also depended on its use as a 
means of self-representation. The spatial claim that Aden belonged to Bombay was 
articulated in newspapers in terms of Aden’s geopolitical value to a future nation of India, 
and in the petitions in terms of the merchants’ self-fahioning as a community “of Aden”. 
The sustained petition campaign from these merchants were therefore both a supplication to 
the structures of colonial power and a challenge to them by means of creating and 
organizing around a collective self.285 Though control of the civil administration of Aden 
eventually passed from the hands of Bombay to Delhi (1932) and thereafter to London 
(1937), this struggle for spatial control and self-definition through representation was part of 
an important period in the history of Indian nationalism in the Bombay presidency.  
 
I read the petitions and representations as a way of studying this mercantile self-fashioning- 
the making of “a trading people” and their emerging vision of Bombay as an autonomous 
province within the longer horizon of India as a self-governing federation. (As a 1931 article 
in the Jam-e Jamshed stated: “Indian and Arab merchants of Aden are simply staggered at the 
cavalier manner in which an important decision is arrived at behind their back by the 
Government of India in collusion with the government of Bombay on a question of the 
most vital importance not only to their trade and prosperity in Aden but to their very existence 
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as a trading people.”)286 The self-locating of these merchants in Aden, of Aden in Bombay, and 
of Bombay in India was the result of the development of economic nationalist thinking in 
the late nineteenth century that produced the idea of a nation as a bounded, economic 
collective and the sphere of all social relations. The idea of the national economy at the heart 
of Congress nationalism in the late nineteenth-early twentieth centuries was formed in 
response to the limits of a colonial state-space that was oriented towards the reproduction of 
the imperial economy.287 However, the actual geographical contours of the economic nation-
space were still being shaped and contested in the early decades of the twentieth century. In 
the representations of the Bombay merchants in Aden it was insisted that these borders 
should extend to include Aden. Yet, even as their imagination of the nation-form was rooted 
in the political economy of capitalism, it co-existed with pre-colonial geographies of 
belonging still familiar in the early twentieth century, as we shall see.   
 
These elite merchants imagining India from their vantage point in the port city of Bombay 
made their claims over land in terms of geopolitical, commercial and sentimental 
importance—in a language that emerged from imperial conceptions of space, deeply steeped 
in the claims of capital. While the language of protest in the petitions changed importantly 
between 1917 and 1936, their basic appeal for the rights of the Indian merchants who had 
“invested crores of rupees in properties and commerce for the development of that place [Aden]”288 at 
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“great risk to themselves and of the capital invested”289 remained constant. Consequently, 
national belonging and patriotism as envisaged by these merchants was consistent with 
imperial citizenship. Well after the formal adoption of purna swaraj (complete independence) 
as a goal by the Congress in 1930, many of the Bombay merchants resident in Aden 
continued to cherish liberal hopes that “India will be enjoying soon a constitution which will 
be analogous to the one which is being enjoyed by the free British Dominions.”290 It was in 
fact through the experience of trying to hold on to Aden as willing partners with London in 
the imperial project and failing to achieve that goal, that the political vision of this 
community of traders was radicalized to some extent.  
 
The Aden transfer files between 1917 and 1937 in the India Office Records illuminate this 
political transition from empire to nation as experienced by one provincial community that 
built a nationalist campaign to protect its financial and sentimental investments. I use these 
sources to study the changing language of self-representation in the petitions and resolutions 
of the Bombay merchants, the rare glimpses into Arab mercantile opinion in Aden, and the 
various levels of governmental concerns about the transfer. This study reveals how the self-
fashioning of this community of traders revolved around emerging ideas of spatial belonging 
as conceived by relations of capital and political representation. However, alongside the 
colonial archive on the transfer of Bombay’s administrative powers over Aden I also 
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compare an alternative geography of belonging excavated from the letters, newspapers and 
travel memorabilia of the Adenwalla family trunk.  
 
The Adenwalla private papers demonstrate a specific Parsi affective attachment to a very 
different geographic space— the madarvatan 291  (motherland) of Iran—and a deep 
commitment to the Parsi community in the Bombay presidency as well as in Aden and Iran. 
The Adenwallas therefore simultaneously occupied roles as leaders of the Indian mercantile 
community in Aden and Bombay, as well as of the Parsi community in both places, 
alongside their interest in the Parsis of Zanzibar and Iran. While the Adenwallas fashioned 
themselves as benevolent leaders of Parsis in India and all over the world, as charitable 
donors to the city of Bombay, and as members of a cosmopolitan trading community in 
Aden, their fellow Bohra, Khoja and Baniya traders in Aden inhabited their own alternative 
networks of solidarities and orders of belonging. The exploration of India’s historical 
connection with Aden itself becomes an opportunity to delve into some of India’s multiple 
geographies as imagined or claimed by different Indians.  
 
For these merchants in the early twentieth century religious or ethnic belonging did not 
determine the shape of the provincial or national political unit they sought to belong to. It 
was instead their occupational solidarity that guided their vision of a self-governing 
federation of Indian states that would protect their capital investments. The resulting vision 
was accordingly diverse, with a place seemingly not only for Parsi, Bohra, Baniya and Khoja, 
but also Arab and Jewish inhabitants. However, this was a deeply hierarchical belonging, 
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based as it was on a proprietary, capitalistic and colonial attitude towards land that cared only 
secondarily at best about empowering the Arab majority, the Jews and Somalis of Aden, or 
the non-trading majority of Bombay presidency’s inhabitants.  
 
Nevertheless, the tussle between the imperial government and the Bombay traders for 
control of Aden, and the concurrent soliciting of Arab and Jewish support from both sides 
certainly contributed to creating a space for demanding greater representation of Arabs on 
the administrative bodies of the Aden Protectorate. While the colonial archives allow us to 
deduce very little with certainty about Adenese Arab opinion on this question, the discourse 
amongst Indians on the subject of Aden and India reveal a remarkable mixture of colonial 
entitlement and anti-colonial solidarity. At the very least, the Bombay traders stridently 
claimed that Aden’s Arabs and Jews preferred Indian administration over British colonial 
rule, and insisted that Bombay’s autonomy would benefit all Adenese residents.  
 
The Bombay Government had calculated in 1928 that “The general public of the Presidency 
will not be affected and if left alone would never know that any change had taken place. But 
the leading Indian traders in Aden belong to Bombay.”292 However, the power of this “small 
but influential Indian population hailing from the Bombay Presidency”293 went much further 
than the colonial governments in London, Delhi and Bombay initially anticipated. Though 
Aden was not discussed at the Second Round Table Conference in London in 1931, the 
sustained and strategic protest of the Bombay merchants succeeded in making a wider 
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nationalistic issue out of a small mercantile community’s concern. By 1933 men from Bengal 
like Bijay Kumar Ghosh were arguing against the transfer in the Council of State debates, 
saying, “I have no connection with Aden either by consanguinity or affinity like my friends 
from Bombay or my friend Nawab Sir Akbar Khan who had served in Aden. The only 
connection I have, as a Bengali, is that I eat Aden salt, and to be true to my salt I ought to be 
able to say something about it.”294  
 
While Aden itself may have politically mattered little to most Indians beyond the small 
commercial community most attached to it, the question of salt, particularly after Gandhi’s 
Dandi March and civil disobedience of salt taxation in 1930, was explicitly political and had 
the exceptional stature of being important for all Indians. The battle over the control of 
Aden never became the basis of a mass based nationalism in India. But the very 
transmutation, discursively, of a distant commercial outpost that only a small number of 
Indians cared about into a place bonded to India by the nationalist sentiment around “ties of 
salt” was due to the Bombay merchants and their prolific use of the tools offered by 
associational politics, petitioning and nationalist newspapers. The First World War not only 
forced a reorganization of the political geography of Empire in the Middle East but also 
triggered new discourses about self-determination and sovereignty that were to put particular 
strains on the British Empire’s relations with the Indian Raj. The political self-fashioning of 
the Bombay merchants relied heavily on these discourses on self-determination, making an 
argument for representation for both themselves and other residents of Aden. The 
consequence of their powerful resistance was more than throwing a twenty-year wedge in 
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imperial plans to separate Aden from increasingly autonomous Indian control. It was part of 
a crucial process of political education for the liberal elite of Bombay and other presidencies, 
and of the evolving shape of the nation and nationalism in twentieth century India.  
 
Indian Merchants Between the Red Sea and the Subcontinent 
Of all the figures who plied the waters of the Western Indian Ocean, the merchant, and the 
Indian merchant among them, has received the most scholarly attention. 295 In the 
historiography of the Indian subcontinent too, the role of the indigenous merchant and his 
capital in the transition from Mughal rule through the successor regimes of the eighteenth 
century and into colonial rule in the nineteenth, has been a significant subject of inquiry296. 
The relation of the Bombay merchants of this chapter to Aden, Bombay city, and the 
emergent nation of India, is to be read as the twentieth century episode in a centuries long 
history of the changing relationship between Indian merchants, political power and oceanic 
space. In the era of Safavid-Ottoman-Mughal rule (sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) 
South Asian merchants were partners with Arab shippers in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf, 
with little interest in political power and no interference from the land-based empires. The 
eighteenth century saw these merchant communities outlive both European competition in 
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the western ocean and Mughal decline and political insecurity on land. They did so by 
providing Arab slave traders and plantation owners, African and Indian markets, European 
private traders and colonial companies alike with indispensable sub-continental and overseas 
networks of supplying goods and credit. As colonial control expanded both on land and sea 
and Arab shipping lost ground in the nineteenth century, Indian merchants flourished in the 
Red Sea trade, shifting from the decaying Ottoman port of Mocha to the new British 
outpost in Aden. Through all these centuries to becoming Indian nationalists in the 
twentieth century, demanding political representation for Aden in a federation of Indian 
states:  such is the broad sweep of the history of various South Asian merchants in the Red 
Sea.  
 
Across more than four centuries of political and structural change, literature on the subject 
broadly agrees about the consistent importance of indigenous mercantile relationships of 
trust, usually based on religion, caste and kinship networks.297 It was the development of 
systems of credit and goods distribution pinned on these relationships of trust and “good 
reputation” or creditworthiness that gave Indian merchant firms their resilience and vitality. 
Long before the rise of Bombay, the Banias of Surat- the primary Mughal port city on the 
western Indian ocean rim- had monopolized the business of brokerage between artisans and 
exporters, and the control of credit through their ability to transfer money between large 
Indian towns or even overseas to Mocha by means of a bill of exchange called the hundi.298 
Despite their indispensable status, these Bania financiers depended on political stability for 
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the maintenance of their supply lines and for safety of transport. In the absence of an 
imperial policy of patronizing traders they were eventually at the mercy of local 
administrative officials and their propensity to exploit mercantile wealth for personal 
aggrandizement. “In the absence of dependable patronage by the administration, substitutes 
were found in the form of long established familial, caste and business connections.”299 
 
With the decline of the Mughal state in the eighteenth century and the proliferation of 
successor regimes in constant need of ready cash to finance their succession disputes, 
rebellions and civil wars, the sahukars (bankers) and saudagars (merchants) became 
indispensable financiers of the transitioning political order. In western India it was these 
Bania bankers and merchants whose access to liquid cash (due to their control over the 
bullion inflow from the Gulf) and extensive credit networks in this century funded the East 
India Company’s military campaign against the Maratha Confederacy, provided a means for 
remitting the profits of private European traders to Europe, financed conversions between 
the Bombay rupee and the Surat/Broach/Jambusar/Baroda rupees (necessary for Company 
traders to procure raw cotton from Gujarat to supply the growing China trade from 
Bombay), loaned money to the struggling Company administration in Bombay and allowed 
the remittance of the Bengal Government’s excess revenue to Bombay300.  In summary, what 
Lakshmi Subramanian has termed the “Anglo-Bania order”301 (1759-95) for western India, 
marked a wider century of close interdependence in the subcontinent between expanding 
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colonial power and indigenous merchants, all of which rested on the closely knit trust- and 
caste-based credit networks of the latter.   
 
The importance of trust and reputation in medieval and early modern community-based 
trade networks across the wider Indian Ocean has also been much emphasized in recent 
historiography.302 Nevertheless, as Fahad Bishara has importantly cautioned, excessive focus 
on the informal and formal structures of intra-communal trade solidarity and cohesiveness 
tells us little about how these merchants interacted with those outside their trust networks 
and religious, family or caste communities303. It also obscures a vast juridical universe of the 
Indian Ocean that facilitated the interaction of diverse religious trading communities, who 
no matter their degree of internal self-regulation, were engaged in complex financial and 
legal relations with traders of other communities.304 The Indian subcontinent too, and 
certainly Western India, from the sixteenth through the twentieth centuries was certainly 
characterized by the same transactional plurality in the world of merchants, with the fortunes 
of trading communities rising and falling with changing times. And while understanding the 
resilience of intra-communal trust networks is crucial to the history of overseas mercantile 
communities based in South Asia, their incredible diversity and means of coexistence as 
merchants, collaborators and competitors is equally central to that history.   
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The Bombay-Aden merchants who are the subjects of this chapter belonged to multiple 
religious and caste communities- Zoroastrian (Parsis), Shia Muslim (Bohras and Khojas), 
Hindu and Jain (Banias). For the purpose of understanding the self-fashioning and 
community formation of these merchants across the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, we need to break the binary of seeing the merchant as either a modern, 
individualist, liberal subject or a traditional and insular community man, simply pragmatic 
about exploiting capital or personal and community advancement. On the one hand more 
work like Bishara’s on the pre-colonial legal terms of the ocean for integrating people of 
diverse communities into a robust economy of exchange and obligation needs to be done. 
On the other hand, instead of privileging traditional community as something that endures, 
and somehow more meaningful, over capital as something that is disenchantedly exploited, 
we need to study how the two interacted with one another, shaping both capital and 
community in the twentieth century, as well as the modern mercantile subjects at the heart of 
it305.  
 
Space, philanthropy and mercantile community formation 
I argue that changing notions of space were central to the formation of this twentieth 
century multi religious community of “trading people” along with conceptions of religion 
and credit.306 As overseas traders whose lives were built around constant travel between and 
residence in both Aden and Bombay, as well as significant capital investments in the former, 
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it is not surprising that these merchants should claim a “sentimental”, “practical”, “cultural”, 
“commercial” and “historical” connection between Bombay and Aden. Travel, residence and 
trade investments however, do not automatically lead to claims of belonging whereby a 
people claim not only that they belong to a port of trade (“Indians have settled down [in 
Aden] and have made that country as their land of adoption”307) but that a port belongs to 
them (“Aden is essential to this Presidency, because it has been connected with Bombay for 
many years now”308). The predecessors of these merchants in the Red Sea travelled between 
Mocha and Surat for centuries before the route shifted to Aden and Bombay, following the 
decline of Ottoman Mocha and Mughal Surat, and the rise of British Aden and Bombay. 
Elsewhere across the Western Indian Ocean travel and extended residence in distant ports 
was a long established habit, where merchants without the backing of any state, did not stake 
any claims of sovereign or political belonging over their host cities. The new mutually 
symbiotic relation between mercantile capital (both European and indigenous) and political 
power, inaugurated by East India Company led colonial rule in the late eighteenth century 
Indian subcontinent, was based on a conception of geographical space new to the Western 
Indian Ocean.    
 
If empire arranged space in geopolitical and economic units that facilitated the accumulation 
of capital in the metropole, these Indian merchants sought to accumulate capital in another 
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direction, for their families, communities and cities, but by accepting at base the logic of 
quartering and claiming space according to the needs of capital. Thus, what had begun in 
1839 as a partnership between Indian subjects and the British Empire to “develop” the port 
of Aden, sharpened into a competition between “Indian” and “imperial” interests after 
World War I. With the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the European reorganization of the 
political geography of the Middle East had to contend with a growing discourse of self-
determination, particularly strongly in India. As authorities in Whitehall became concerned 
with separating its other imperial possessions, like Aden, from the growing movement for 
self-government in India, ideas of representation based on territorial units of political power 
gave these Indian merchants a means of resisting Whitehall’s move. Both contenders for 
political control of Aden in this case, used the language of self- determination. Whitehall 
claimed to argue for the right of Arabs, Jews and Somalis of Aden to resist “Indianization”, 
and the Bombay merchants for all “residents of Aden” to continue to want the “Bombay 
connection,” both sides claiming to know the desires of Arabs, Jews and Somalis.  
 
Behind the argument for representation, however, the merchants used a simple logic of 
capitalist belonging to space: if Indians merchants had invested for the better part of a 
century in Aden’s economy, Aden must belong to the Indian state, and specifically within it 
to the Bombay presidency, where most of the subcontinent’s Aden-based traders were from. 
This language of politically claiming land was strikingly related to colonial reasoning about 
imperial control over its colonies for reasons of “good governance”. At the Bombay 
Legislative Assembly question and answer session in September 1931, when the Foreign 
Secretary to the Government of India disingenuously tried to cite non-contiguity (by land) as 
a reason for why Aden couldn’t be a part of Bombay Presidency (but should be governed 
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from Delhi instead), the Indian member’s reply laid bare the colonial way of thinking about 
geographic space and political control:  
Howell: The Honourable Member is perhaps aware that Aden is separated from the rest 
of the Bombay Presidency by about 1,800 miles of salt water, which does not apply to 
any other part of Bombay. 
Mody: Do I understand that the Government of India really think that they will be able 
to administer Aden from Simla and Delhi better than the Government of Bombay would 
from Bombay? (Hear hear) Does the Honourable Member know that Aden is separated 
from Simla not only by 1,800 miles of salt water but by an additional thousand miles of 
dry land? I should like an answer to that question, Sir.309 
 
Within the arc of this development, it was quite natural that Indian merchants keen to not 
lose control of Aden’s lucrative trade to European competition, as also their power to make 
decisions about Aden’s future, should want to include Aden in a future federation of Indian 
states. While that specific political future did not materialize in 1947, the vision of the nation 
state as a geopolitical unit that serves primarily to protect the interests of capital within that 
unit, was what motivated the nationalism of these “patriotic citizens of Bombay and Aden.”  
 
And yet, a view of landed and oceanic space inherited from colonial capitalism was not all 
that went into the self-fashioning of these multi religious traders as a community. While 
displaying tremendous solidarity and cohesiveness as a community politically between 1921 
and 1932 (and even after), these merchants also invested their capital in their self-making as 
philanthropic members of their religious communities and leading citizens of their cities. Just 
as the travel and trade of these merchant communities across the Red Sea and the wider 
Indian Ocean far preceded the colonial era, so were practices of gifting and charity amongst 
Parsi, Baniya, Bhatia, Marwadi, Chettiar, Ismaili, Bohra, Khoja and other trading 
communities deeply rooted and of pre-colonial lineage. Modern capital and liberal law 
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significantly modified these older traditions of welfare spending into new models of 
philanthropy, but the fact that mercantile success among different communities in India had 
for long been measured not simply by individual or family profit but also by appropriate 
forms of social spending has been well illustrated in scholarship.  
 
In Rulers, Townsmen, and Bazaars, Chris Bayly perused the meticulous recording of all kinds of 
daily expenditures in the account books (bahi khatas) of high ranking merchant families like 
the Khattris and Agarwals, including for the house deity, temple accoutrements, bathing in 
the Ganges, gifts to Brahmins and such, to conclude that the Hindu or Jain family firm in 
the period of British expansion (1770-1870) was not simply a profit-making enterprise but a 
“constellation of relationships through which honour was acquired and conferred.”310 The 
expenditure of credit in the consolidation of these relationships was central, be they 
payments of tribute (peshkash) to local rulers as a mark of subordination, in return for 
protection of trade routes and such311, or the wide spectrum of gifts made in the interest of 
dharma (ethics of duty and right conduct) or jagat-hitaya (benefit or welfare of the world).312 
Marwari endowments in nineteenth century northern and western India, Central Provinces, 
Bengal and Assam, for example, included dharmshalas (rest houses for travelers), panjrapoles 
(animal shelters), gaushalas (cow shelters), mathas (centers for instruction in Hindu philosophy 
and Sanskrit literature), stepwells and freshwater wells.313 Similarly, common Muslim forms 
of social comportment and mercantile benevolence across denominations included donating 
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money for the building of mosques, hammams (public baths) and musafirkhanas (resthouses for 
travelers).  
 
The innovation of the colonial era was to impose an asymmetrical legal divide on Indian 
mercantile social spending, in the interests of trying to delineate public and private spending, 
and bringing the former under greater sovereign regulation, while granting the “private” or 
the religious domain cultural autonomy. With the Indian Trusts Act (1882) and the 
Charitable Endowments Act (1890) introducing new models (the trust, the endowment and 
the waqf) of governing religious and charitable expenditure, social spending by Hindu, Jain, 
Zoroastrian and Muslim mercantile groups came increasingly under the model of 
philanthropy. The abstract “public” thus created by these legislations as the object of 
mercantile generosity in turn led to the appropriation by nationalist politics in the twentieth 
century, of the idea of service of the public- or rather multiple caste, community and class 
publics- as national symbols. In this milieu, philanthropic spending by rich and established 
nineteenth century merchants became a means of self-making as both guardians of their 
communities and publicly minded citizens and developers of cities. While endowments for 
traditional purposes such as temples, mosques and resthouses continued, more modern civic 
projects such as schools, particularly for girls, hospitals, libraries, sanitation projects and so 
forth became increasingly favored by merchants.  
 
In Bombay city, the philanthropic work of entrepreneurs like Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy (Parsi), 
Premchand Roychand (Baniya) and David Sassoon (Baghdadi Jew), to name just a few, made 
lasting impressions on the city’s geography, which remain till this day. Much of this 
philanthropic work went hand in hand with profit-making, though not all. Jamsetjee 
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Jeejeebhoy’s charitable work ranged for example from his work for the Parsi community 
through the Parsi Panchayat, building housing for the Parsi blind in Navsari, and donations 
to cemeteries and Zoroastrian sacred buildings, to wider investments in real estate and the 
setting up of endowments to cater to the social and educational needs of the urban 
population (hospitals, schools, scholarship funds, urban improvements, famine relief). 
Lakshmi Subramanian describes the staggering scope of Jeejeebhoy’s philanthropic activities 
as an effort to “emerge as a prominent member of Bombay’s changing population where he 
could demonstrate his organizational skills and share his vision of a modern city that cared 
for its subjects”.314 Similarly, while Premchand Roychand’s investment in improving urban 
facilities, especially water supply and sanitation, was partly staked in the real estate and 
reclamation business, his charities associated with medical dispensaries, the funding of the 
Bombay Scottish Orphanage, the Alexandra Girls School, the asylum for aged and destitute 
members of the Bania community, the development of the Asiatic Society and so forth were 
directed towards the conscious self-fashioning as a colonial modern subject, simultaneously 
heedful to both community and the city.315   
 
The self-fashioning of the Bombay-Aden merchants at the heart of this chapter, particularly 
the Adenwallas, was also geared heavily around the importance of giving towards the 
development of both community and city. The philanthropy of these merchants was 
committed to Bombay as well as Aden, and even farther.  The literature on Indian mercantile 
philanthropy focuses almost entirely on the sub-continental scope of charitable acts, while in 
reality many of Bombay’s richest entrepreneurs made their fortunes in overseas trade, and 
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engaged in acts of giving that reflected that transoceanic scope. The Adenwallas were 
invested in building fire-temples, schools and developing the needs of the Zoroastrian 
community not only in Bombay and Aden, but as far west as Zanzibar, and to the east in 
Iran. As the twentieth century progressed, and the geographical contours of the nation-state 
of India itself were being considered and contested, the loyalties and bank accounts of many 
leading “patriotic citizens of Bombay” were simultaneously committed to other geographies 
that neither empire nor nation could claim.   
 
The vernacular press was never far behind in reminding Bombay’s merchants of their duty to 
different publics- national or otherwise- owed by virtue of their wealth and liberality. As 
early as 1869, before the idea of trusteeship was formally imported to India by the colonial 
government and the distinction between public and private trusts legally codified, the Jame 
Jamshed, a Gujarati-English daily newspaper, advised “the wealthy merchants of Bombay, and 
especially the Parsis, to become landed proprietors, and to acquire that influence among the 
masses to which from their superior enterprise, activity, intelligence, and public spirit, they 
are entitled.” The public influence of such landed proprietors like the zamindars in Bengal, 
they opined, derived from “being free from the engrossing cares of earning their livelihood 
[such that] they devote their leisure to the consideration of subjects of public utility.”316 In 
1871 the Rast Goftar, a weekly newspaper that often criticized the city’s merchants for 
exploiting the working classes instead of providing them with better housing, also “severely 
censured” Parsi merchants in particular for not showing greater generosity towards “their 
famine stricken brethren in Persia”:  
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The Rast Goftar of the 21st May severely censures the Parsi shettias of Bombay for not 
subscribing to a fund raised by an Irani resident of Bombay in aid of the Zoroastrian 
residents of Persia who are suffering from a dire famine. The Rast Goftar observes 
bitterly that were a European of influence to open the subscription, or were there a 
chance of getting a name by subscribing, the shettias would come forward and parade 
before the world their great liberality. A Persian merchant happens to open a 
subscription in aid of their famine-stricken brethren of Persia, and only fifteen hundred 
rupees have been hitherto subscribed; and some of those who have a high repute for 
liberality and generosity have not contributed anything as yet.317   
 
Among the merchant families that took such needs of their “brethren in Persia” very 
seriously in the twentieth century were the Adenwallas of Bombay, who were also at the 
helm of the merchant protests against the transfer of Aden from Bombay. Central to their 
deliberate self-making as both leaders of the Bombay-Aden commercial world, luminaries of 
the city and worldwide Zoroastrian community, were historical and sentimental connections 
claimed with specific spaces. While not all the geographical connections were legacies of the 
British Empire, they were all made reclaimable by the career of modern capital. This chapter 
is the exposition of the self-fashioning of these merchants through profit-making and 
philanthropy, and the changing ways of conceiving relationship with space.  
 
The Aden Question: a Question of Belonging 
The proposal to transfer control of Aden from the Bombay Government to the Colonial 
Office in London was first formally proposed by the Masterton-Smith Committee in January 
1921. Thereafter, Winston Churchill took up the idea of amalgamating Aden with British 
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Somaliland and bringing it under London’s control with great enthusiasm, discussing and 
having it passed at the Middle East Conference in Cairo in March 1921318. Aden was sought 
to be re-cast as a crucial part of the British Middle East, instead of its prior position “as an 
integral part of the Bombay Presidency”319. Prior to World War I, the British Settlement of 
Aden and its relations with the Arab tribes of the surrounding Aden Protectorate had been 
governed since 1839- when the British won their military victory with Indian troops- from 
Bombay, the latter providing both personnel and funds for the governance of Aden and the 
stipends of neighboring Yemeni chiefs. 
 
World War I made the strategic and military importance of Aden for the British Empire’s 
war with the Ottoman Empire in the Middle Eastern arena amply clear, and military affairs 
of Aden were brought under the control of the War Office in London in 1914. It was 
followed in 1916 by the Sykes Picot Agreement which marked the invention of the modern 
“Middle East.” This altering political geography of the Middle East after World War I made 
the Colonial Government reluctant to relinquish control of Aden back to Bombay. The 
formal colonial argument being made for unifying political control of Aden under London, 
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or at least under the Government of India (there were advocates for both solutions) was for 
reasons of administrative streamlining and convenience. After the war the Political Resident 
of Aden found himself responsible to four separate administrations (those of the Governor 
of Bombay, the Commander in Chief in India, the Secretary of State for the Colonies, and 
the Secretary of State for War)320, creating a sprawling, inconvenient administrative structure 
for Whitehall. In reality however, the strategic political and commercial interests of Empire 
predominated vis-à-vis those of Indians, as is evident from the communication between 
various colonial administrators.  
  
As T. E. Scott, the Political Resident of Aden said quite plainly in 1923, “the political and 
strategical importance of Aden to the Empire as a whole requires its administration by the 
Imperial Government.”321 Referring to the strategic changes in Aden’s importance after the 
war, he elaborated why retaining British control over Aden was crucial to further extending 
British influence and commercial relations with the surrounding Arab territories of Yemen, 
in the face of potential competition: 
The resources of the Yemen and Asir have not yet been explored, but these provinces 
are known to include the richest portions of the Arabian peninsula, and their commercial 
development will almost certainly become an object of international competition in the 
near future, especially if mineral wealth be discovered. If our trade with these countries is 
to expand, Aden is obviously the channel through which it should be encouraged to 
pass. In it our political and commercial interests are already focused, and it is the natural 
centre from which British influence can be exercised in south-west Arabia.322 
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Seeking to preempt future competition from Indians, no doubt, Scott further urged the 
Government of India to avoid the appointment of Indians to service in Aden as he 
confidently asserted that “The politics and town of Aden are Arab and the white population 
is cosmopolitan and of mixed nationality. Indianization could not succeed here.”323  
 
Aden was not an isolated case where the British sought to minimize Indian participation and 
influence after the conclusion of World War I. Along with the early conversations about the 
transfer of Aden in 1917, the Government of India and the Colonial Office in London had 
begun discussing the problem of Indian claims over Mesopotamia. In 1917 the Government 
of India wholeheartedly concurred with the Secretary of State for India’s proposal that 
“India should be relieved of the administration of the occupied territories in Mesopotamia 
together with the whole Arabian littoral of the Persian Gulf, and also of Aden together with 
Hadhramaut and… other areas at present under the political control of Aden.”324 It went on 
to raise the problem, however, that would be posed by the “natural and legitimate 
expectations” of Indians who were tied to Mesopotamia by old traditions of pilgrimage and 
trade, and most recently by their participation in the war itself. It was therefore not only 
crucial to avoid any move that would “embitter” and “disappoint” these expectations, but 
also do everything possible to compensate them by arranging for land acquisition elsewhere, 
possibly East Africa. The government in Delhi predicted that any attempt to restrict the 
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emigration of Indians into Mesopotamia,  “whether for pilgrimage or trade or other lawful 
purposes”, would arouse tremendous resentment and “raise the cry that India had been used 
as a catspaw for the conquest of Mesopotamia.”  
We are not blind to the fact that the decision that India should be divorced from all 
share in the administration of Mesopotamia will in many quarters in India necessarily 
cause deep disappointment and in some, not improbably, strong resentment. India has 
long been bound and must always remain bound to Mesopotamia by strong religious 
ties. Her commercial interests in Mesopotamia were considerable even before the war, 
and now that India has shed her blood in the conquest of Mesopotamia a large section 
of her population is looking forward consciously or unconsciously not merely to a very 
material development of those interests, but to securing in Mesopotamia a definite field 
for employment and expansion. 
 
These predictions were accurately fulfilled when Indians evoked the language of 
“employment and expansion” when referring to their rights in Mesopotamia. A 1918 
travelogue to Basra written by Cursetjee Manockjee Cursetjee, a Parsi judge from Bombay 
and member of the Indian National Congress, urged the need to have a “strong, leading and 
influential voice” for India in the future government of British Iraq “as a component part of 
the Empire.”325 In his view it was India’s “vastly important position in and its superior 
services to the Empire [that] indisputably entitle[d] it” to have this voice, and a role for 
Indians in Iraq was also “in the very nature of things.” Proximity between India and 
Mesopotamia was configured as geographical, historical and social: 
For being nearest to India and in closest and readiest communication with it, 
Mesopotamia must be considered, as in fact it is, as of prime concern to this country, 
whether as regards commercial dealings, political importance, military value and needs, 
railway extensions to Westward, social and familiar intercourse and other cognate 
considerations.326 
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Long before Cursetjee, the newspaper New Times, a local newspaper stated plainly in 1917, 
“[India] wants more room under the sun for the surplus population than is afforded to her 
under the present conditions… For our free development we require additional land, and … 
nothing would suit us better than Mesopotamia and German East Africa.”327 The Mahratta, 
the nationalist English weekly started by Tilak, warned ominously soon after, “Will these 
laurels [of Indian troops] be remembered when the reconstruction of the Empire is effected after the 
war? …. If England deals fairly by India in the after-war readjustments, she will be acting 
wisely. For the Indian temperament is fast changing under the pressure of circumstances and 
England may not count upon easy days in India if her demands are slighted.”328 The rejection 
of Indian overseas mercantile ambitions to share with European settlers the administration 
of Kenya after the deepening crisis between 1917 and 1923, played a great part in hardening 
liberal Indian nationalist sentiments against the British Empire, and giving more teeth to the 
Bombay merchants fighting to retain control of Aden.  
 
While it was understood by all, vernacular newspapers and colonial administration alike, that 
India’s religious and commercial ties with parts of the former Ottoman empire dated far 
before the days of the British Empire, it was the career of European colonialism in South 
Asia and the Indian Ocean that made it possible for Indians to now lay a claim to both land 
and governmental power in the reconstituted map of the Middle East and East Africa. As 
with Mesopotamia, so with Aden, the Government of India explained in 1921, that trade and 
pilgrimage routes had connected India with Yemen since long before Indian merchants- 
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Muslim, Baniya and Parsi- moved in large numbers to populate the new British settlement of 
Aden.  
The population of Aden at the time of British occupation [1839] was 600 only. In 1842 it 
had risen to 20,000. Indian merchants, both Mahomedans and Banians, were plying their 
trade for years before in Yemen, especially Mocha, and on the Southern coast of Arabia, 
especially Shukra & Mohalla, and finding a regular system of Govt. under the British 
flag, established at Aden, they naturally shifted to Aden. Parsis came in chiefly as clerks 
& finding openings for commerce, especially in the liquor trade, gradually increased in 
wealth & numbers. But this class of people, while they have acquired wealth & property 
at Aden, have their homes in India. There is another class of Indians who have settled in 
Aden and made it their home. They belong mostly to the Pilgrim class who went to 
Mecca and on their way back stayed here. They have natural leanings towards India, but 
most of them are intermarried with Arabs and though styled Hindis by the Arabs, have 
become regular Arabs.329 
 
The unity of this merchant class in Aden, led energetically by Parsis like Hormusjee 
Cowasjee Dinshaw Adenwalla (the man whose statue stands in Veer Nariman Road in 
Mumbai today) and various merchants’ associations, was what the colonial administration 
was unprepared for, despite their experience over Kenya. While the complicated 
administrative history of this prolonged transfer has been detailed,330 the more interesting 
aspect, namely the language used by Indian merchants in laying claim to Aden, its evolution 
and political significance in the inter war period, remains utterly overlooked. From a bold 
declaration of the Indian role in Aden’s development as “equal partners” and “full citizens” 
of the British Empire in 1921, the merchants went on to insist on Aden’s inherent belonging 
to the Bombay Presidency by 1931. As the colonial response to the mercantile resistance 
evolved, so too did the emphasis in language of the former, but always keeping the 
fundamental assertion of the role of Bombay merchants and Indian capital in developing 
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Aden unchanged. In 1921, after the formal proposal of transfer of Aden to the Colonial 
Office in London was made public, the British Indian Colonial Merchants Association 
claimed in a petition (signed by three hundred and sixty merchants) that Aden was “an 
important seat of commerce which upto now has been undoubtedly developed at the cost of 
the Indian Exchequer and by enterprise, patient industry and capital of the Indian people.”331  
 
The long and detailed petition connected the liberal Indian demand for the “right of equal 
citizenship of the British Commonwealth” to the duty of the British Empire to protect the 
“best interests of Indian merchants” and “all Indian enterprise in foreign parts.” This 
economic nationalism was clearly linked to the fact that “while the British Colonies have 
been allotted certain territories and islands belonging to the enemies, India is being unjustly 
and arbitrarily deprived of the territories which her people had brought to such prosperous 
development.” The sentiment harks back to the proposal for an Indian mandate in Kenya 
that the London journal of the Indian National Congress had supported in 1919, an idea that 
had definitely been dashed by 1921.332 If the colonial state-space was designed to aid the 
accumulation of capital in the metropole, the nation state-space was meant to protect the 
investments and capital interests of its own merchants. How far and by what means the 
reach of this nation state should extend was thus up for contestation, with the merchants’ 
claim of belonging over Aden made in terms very similar to those of colonial possession.  
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While the petitioners explicitly referred to the Kenya crisis, cautioning the imperial 
government to not repeat “the introduction of ill-feeling, monopolies of trade and land and 
the very regrettable policy of Racial Segregation” and create “an India-Arabian problem as 
there is an African one,” the language employed to make the case for Aden was notable for 
its separate emphasis on Aden’s inherent belonging to India. Aden’s long status as a part of 
the British Indian empire and the Bombay Presidency, as well as the comparative numerical 
and financial strength of Indian merchants in the settlement over European settlers, made 
claims of geographical and historical belonging to the same spatial unit stronger than were 
possible in the case of East Africa. The 1921 petition is not merely a statement of the liberal, 
Indian vision of a cosmopolitan, multi-racial, British empire that would share power with 
Indians, but a self-presentation of the merchants as a community of risk-taking 
entrepreneurs, a view that is all too often uncritically reproduced in scholarship about Indian 
overseas merchants. These merchants simultaneously embraced the value of risk in the 
world of capital and of loyalty in the world of empire, reminding the Government of India 
of the role of Indian merchants and troops as investors, intermediaries and law-enforcers for 
Empire in Aden: 
…the Government at that time assured the Indian public that Aden will ever remain an 
integral part of the Indian Empire. It was on this assurance that Indian merchants 
cordially responded to the invitation and with their instinctive spirit of adventure came 
forward and carried on the trade with the country at great risk to themselves and of the capital 
invested… It was the Indian merchant who played the part of the intermediary and upheld 
the prestige of the British Empire, and who was instrumental in turning the turbulent 
natives into loyal and orderly citizens of the Crown, and it was the Indian troops that 
have been mostly employed and kept there to preserve peace and order.333  
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Yet, the petitioners did not perceive any discrepancy between demanding a greater voice for 
settler Indians in the future of Aden as for Adenese Arabs. The British Indian Colonial 
Merchants’ Association petition was supported by multiple other resolutions issued by the 
Bombay Presidency Association, the Imperial Indian Citizenship Association, the Western 
India National Liberal Association, the Indian Merchants’ Chamber and Bureau, and the 
Deccan Sabha (Pune). Coming after the widespread nationalist disappointment with the 
Montague-Chelmsford reforms and the Rowlatt Acts of 1919, and Congress’ adoption of 
swaraj within Empire or without in 1920, the most liberal of Indian nationalists were still 
perfectly capable of reconciling self-determination with an imperial order of belonging. As a 
few of the supporting resolutions concluded, one of the important reasons to continue to 
leave civil and political administration of Aden in the hands of Bombay was because of 
Aden’s “strategic and political importance to India for her own defence, when she shall 
attain her full Dominion Status within the Indo-British Commonwealth.”334  
 
Thus the commercial (“practical”) and historical (“sentimental”) ties to Aden first claimed by 
the merchants concerned, had already in 1921 become related to the military significance of 
Aden as an “outpost” for the future nation of India. The nationalism of Indian merchants 
under the British Raj envisioned India- one of the founding members of the League of 
Nations (1920)- as an equal in the international community of nations.  The First World 
War, by virtue of the role it exacted from Indians, strengthened the economic nationalism of 
liberal Indians, underwritten by imperial notions of geographical space, political belonging 
and the entitlements of capital.  
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Empire and Self-Determination: Arabs, Jews and Somalis of Aden 
In this competition for rights over Aden between Indians and the British, within the new 
liberal world order being forged in uneasy balance between the mandate system and 
Wilsonian principles of self-determination, the rights of the Arabs and Jews of Aden too 
became something to be claimed by either side. The population of Aden Settlement in 1922, 
according to the Resident, was roughly as follows:  
Arabs       32,638 
Somalis                    6,000 
Other Mahomedans (including          1,158 
 about 500 Indian Mahomedans) 
Hindus                    1,171 
Christians (including about 500                944 
 Europeans) 
Jews         4,395 
Parsis            317 
Others about           381335 
 
 
Petitions in protest of the transfer regularly claimed to represent the “Arab, Jew and Indian 
residents of Aden,” even when the numbers of Indian signatories far outweighed the Arab 
or Jewish, something that British authorities were always ready to point out. The Political 
Resident, General Scott, on the other hand, viewed the Arabs as “greatly handicapped at 
present by its backwardness in education” and “unable to express reasoned views on matters 
such as”336 the transfer of Aden. When the Aden Chamber of Commerce, the only public 
body with a degree of representation in Aden (including Arab merchants in its total 
membership of 61), voted unanimously in March 1922 that Aden should remain under the 
Government of Bombay and further demanded that “the ratepayers and taxpayers of Aden 
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should have a measure of self government as regards Municipal and Harbour affairs”337, 
Scott’s infantilizing response was that the Arab community was “largely influenced by the 
Indian members of the Aden population.” The Chamber had earlier demanded very 
specifically that the Executive Committee of the Aden Settlement and the Board of Trustees 
of the Port of Aden each have one representative of “the trading community of Aden”, to 
be elected by the Chamber of Commerce.338 But Scott did not think there was any “any 
reason” for making such a demand since the Resident already nominated members of the 
Chamber to the requested bodies, and he considered that sufficient for the “welfare of the 
Port and the Settlement.”339   
 
While the agitation was undoubtedly led by merchants from Bombay, the petitions did 
include signatures of few notable Arab and Jewish trading concerns. Moreover, while the 
Indian traders must have counted on their numerical and financial strength to guarantee 
their position in any future elected bodies, their demands for representation were never 
made on racial terms, and Arabs, Jews and Somalis were to all appearances included in their 
emerging political vision. While the political demands continued to develop in clarity 
between 1921 and 1932, Indian voices were never far behind in claiming they had Arab and 
Jewish support. In 1921 one of the many resolutions passed by Indians stated: 
It is noteworthy that the Arabs and the Jews who constitute the remainder of the 
population of Aden and its territories have held meetings supporting the views of the 
Indians and have expressed a desire that they have been happy under the Indian 
administration and wish to remain under the Government of India. They have expressed 
in strong terms that their connection with the Indians have been the happiest and the 
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country has prospered owing to the Indians, who have lived there for the last eighty 
years and who treated the country as their motherland by adoption.340 
 
Since Indians resisting the loss of Bombay’s control over Aden were keen to paint a picture 
of friendliness and coexistence between Indians, Arabs and Jews in Aden, their conscious 
efforts to involve some Arab and Jewish traders in their protest meetings and solicit their 
support played a good part in politicizing the question of the transfer amongst the wider 
population of Aden. The plan to transfer Aden could not be summarily executed in 1921 as 
Churchill had hoped, because of Indian resistance. By the time it was re proposed in 1929- 
now as a transfer to the Government of India and not the Colonial Office- the political 
atmosphere in both India and Aden had changed. 1928 had seen the arrival of the Simon 
Commission in India, with widespread protests around it, demands for self-rule with 
Dominion Status (Nehru Report), expectations of commensurate constitutional reform, and 
eventually the Congress’ adoption of the Purna Swaraj resolution (1929) and the 
Commission’s lacking recommendations for provincial autonomy (1930).  
 
Indian merchants in Aden resumed the active organization of protest meetings and letters, 
involving steadily greater numbers of Arab and Jewish traders. In 1927, responding to 
rumors of a transfer of Aden to the Government of India, a petition to the Governor of 
Bombay by two hundred and ten Adenese residents had included about thirty non-Indian 
signatures, including “Arabs, Persians and Jews,” of whom ten names represented 
“considerable financial and mercantile interests.”341 By October 1931, with the Executive 
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Committee of the Aden Settlement formally supporting the transfer, the numbers in protest 
had risen sharply: in a petition, now addressed to the Viceroy of India, 230 leading Indian 
traders in Aden (out of a population of 7287) were joined by 178 Arabs (population, 29,820), 
12 Jews (population, 4120), and 10 Somalis342. While the Political Resident and Commander 
in Chief of Aden, Colonel Reilly correctly pointed out the very small proportion of Arab 
signatories in comparison to their total population, he was far too keen to negate the 
growing numbers of Arab mercantile supporters of the protest against the transfer. Reilly 
insisted that of the 178 Arab signatories only 9 or 10 were men of importance, the others 
being “persons of little weight in the community.”343 The British argument on the basis of 
racialized geographical separation was that though the hundred and seventy eight Arab 
signatures on the memorial were not representative of Arab opinion in the Settlement, the 
sole appointed Arab member of the Board of Trustees of the Port of Aden who supported 
the Board’s decision to favor the transfer, was.344  
 
Reilly observed that “The Arabs as a whole, and especially the principal men among them, 
have markedly abstained from taking part in the agitation against the transfer”. That implied, 
however, that the British had to solicit more active Arab support for the transfer than the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
IOR/R/20/E/308: Feb 1927-Apr 1927, BL, London. The major merchant firms singled out for mention by 
the Resident were: “Cowasjee Dinshaw & Brother, Hajeebhoy Lalljee & Company, Abdullabhoy Lalljee & 
Company, Joomabhoy Lalljee & Company, Nassurbhoy A. Lalljee & Company, G.M. Mahomed Ally & 
Company, Meghjee Chapsi (6 Indians), Menahem Messa (Jew), Khan Bahadur Mohamed Omer Bazara, Sayed 
Ahmed bin Taha Safee, Sayed Mahomed Mohsin Safee (3 Arabs).” 
342 Letter from Lieut.-Col. B.R. Reilly, Residency and C-in-C, Aden to Secretary, Political Department, Bombay, 
31st October 1931, File 5997-VI Administration of Aden: transfer to the Government of India 
IOR/R/20/E/314 : Nov 1931-Feb 1932, BL, London.  
343Ibid.  
344 Draft replies to the question put by Mr. A. N. Surve, Secretary of Legislative Council, Bombay. Ibid.  
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Indian led protests were garnering against the decision. Especially after control of Aden had 
passed to Delhi in 1932, colonial authorities in Aden actively tried to outbid the Indians in 
their mobilization of Arab opinion regarding the next stage of the transfer. Reilly feared that 
if left to themselves the Arabs of Aden would be “diffident” about the question of transfer, 
and therefore set about soliciting the “genuine opinion of [the] Arab community and their 
leaders” that would be “as free as possible from misleading propaganda,”345 as directed by 
the Secretary of State for India.  
 
In April 1933, Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw called a meeting of merchants in Aden which 
he claimed was largely attended by Indian and Arab merchants, Jewish merchants having 
been unable to attend due to some festivities. The resolution they passed pointed to new 
concerns about a transfer of Aden’s control from the Government of India to the Colonial 
Office- the removal of the salt protection duty of the Indian government that supported the 
salt industry of Aden, higher postage and telegraph rates, greater expenditure to pay British 
officers, and higher customs and duties for trade in the port. Above all, the Colonial 
Government, they feared, would not be able to care for their welfare as well as the 
Government of India where they were represented in the legislatures. In response, Reilly 
dedicated himself to “inviting the opinions of … leading and influential Arabs on this 
matter, in a series of private and informal interviews,” his informants being people he 
deemed to be “comparatively enlightened,” “acquainted with the less intelligent attitude of 
the lower orders,” and “well qualified to voice the genuine opinion of all classes of the Arab 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
345 No. 14. Secret telegram from Secretary of State to Government of India. Repeated to Resident of Aden. 15th 
June 1933, Coll. 1/46 Transfer of control of HMG: certain points raised by Col Reilly for consideration in the 
event of separation from Government of India. IOR/L/PS/12/1482: 29 May 1933-30 May 1936.  
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community.”346 Gradually, due to Reilly’s efforts no doubt, two letters from various Arab 
signatories followed, first offering conditional support for the transfer of Aden to the 
Colonial Office (18th April 1933), and eventually claiming that they actively desired a transfer 
to the Colonial Office (25th November 1933).347  
 
Throughout these months Reilly continuously over-interpreted the expressed desires of the 
letters from Arab residents. For instance, in April 1933 he reported that the Arabs of Aden 
“regard with considerable apprehension the possibility of the inclusion of Aden in a self-
governing Indian Federation, and the consequent prospect of an Indian domination over an 
Arab town.”348 Yet the letter from 32 Arab signatories that he added in support of this 
conclusion said nothing about “Indian domination over an Arab town”, and did not sound 
in the least apprehensive. It noted simply that Indians in Aden had held a meeting to protest 
the transfer and since Arabs were the majority residents of Aden, they thought “it better to 
express [their] opinion on it.” Every demand the letter made expressed a desire for things to 
continue as they were, and no fear or anxiety about being included in an Indian Federation: 
We have no objection to the transfer of Aden to the Colonial Government if (1) the 
Port will remain free, i.e., no tariff will be imposed on exports and imports; (2) if taxes in 
general will remain as they are fi not reduced having regard to changed conditions; (3) if 
the laws and local rules will remain as they are unless it is considered necessary to alter 
some of them in the interest of the place; (4) the rights of the people remain as they are, 
if not improved upon; the people to have a prior right to Government posts and 
appointments, &c.  
 If this is not possible, Aden may form part of the “Reserved Area,” i.e., under the 
Governor-General of India. 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
346 Enc. in No 19. Letter from Reilly to Secretary to the Government of India, 15th July 1933. Ibid.  
347 Ibid. Both letters are included by Reilly in translation, the originals being written in Arabic presumably.  
348 Reilly to Government of India, 19th April, 1933, Ibid.  
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Clearly not satisfied with this Reilly persevered, and in July he reported that through his 
“frank and friendly conversations” with leading Arabs he knew that the Arab community of 
Aden, though satisfied with the current political arrangement “view[ed] with grave misgiving 
the possibility of “Indianization” of the government of Aden consequent upon 
constitutional changes in India. Representing an overwhelming racial majority in territory 
that is geographically and historically an integral part of Arabia, they fear the subordination 
of Arab and Indian interests, and they foresee an increase in the commercial domination of 
Indian firms in Aden, if the Settlement is to remain under the control of an increasingly self-
governing India.”349 Again, in November 1933, he forwarded another letter by some Arabs 
of Aden, insisting that “they [were] opposed to the inclusion of Aden within the new Indian 
Constitution.”350  
 
Yet, the letter signed by Arabs itself says nothing about fear of Indianization or domination 
of Indian firms. While stating clearly in this iteration that they “desire[d] the transfer of Aden 
to Colonial administration”, the signatories made several demands that referred to protecting 
the “rights and interests of the Arabs” and maintaining a legal system free from racial 
discrimination, and nothing at all that referred to Indians. While the increasingly explicit 
need for Arab representation may well have been experienced in the context of wariness of 
Indian mercantile strength in Aden, none of the language about apprehension or fear of 
racial domination by Indians, impending Indian self-government or constitutional change in 
India that Reilly kept seeking to attribute to Arabs of Aden, seems to have come from them 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
349 Reilly to Government of India, 15th July, 1933, Ibid.  
350 Reilly to Government of India, 25th November, 1933, Ibid.  
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in writing. To the contrary the increasing politicization of Arab “rights and interests” and 
specific demands for Arab representation on Aden’s administrative bodies clearly echo much 
of the discourse about representative rights of Aden’s residents initiated and vociferously 
conducted for over a decade by indignant Indian merchants in Aden. As with Arabs so with 
Jewish opinion in the Settlement, colonial administration dismissed it as “conservative” 
when it supported Indians against the decision to transfer, and “progressive” when it 
supported colonial desires: 
Jewish opinion regarding transfer is divided. Conservative elements led by richest 
member of community, Selim, head of well-known firm Menahem Messa, support 
Indian opinion opposing it. Progressives, who are probably the majority, look forward to 
increase of western influences from Colonial administration and welcome it.351  
 
 
The colonial archive gives no fair measure of the desires of Adenese Arabs and even less so 
those of Jewish Adenese residents. Nevertheless, this discourse is revealing for what it tells 
us about the racialization of belonging to space. Though Indian merchants from Bombay 
resident in Aden tried to use the claims of capital and ownership to argue that Aden 
belonged to Bombay and India as much as these Indians belonged to Aden by adoption, 
they also sought to enumerate a non-racial, non-religious political structure that would give 
Adenese citizens (or atleast Adenese merchants) representation in a federation of Indian 
states.  British authorities on the other hand sought to reinforce spatial belonging as a racial 
phenomenon, emphasizing that Aden was an “Arab town” and could therefore only belong 
to Arabia, any future within India necessarily implying Indian racial domination. Within this 
clash of British and Indian visions of space, what remained common was the primacy of 
capital and the geopolitics it dictated.   
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A Vision for Aden 
Between the first round of political agitation against the proposed transfer of Aden from 
Bombay to the Colonial Office (1917-1922) and the second round (1927-1932) the 
significant political change had been the expansion of elected members in the Legislative 
Councils of Bombay, and the creation of the Council of State at the center, following the 
Government of India Act of 1919. Political opposition from the elected representatives was 
thus more strident than ever before, and the Council in Bombay, the Council of State at the 
center, the various merchants’ associations, and the nationalist media, all joined hands to 
resist the transfer of Aden, first from Bombay to Delhi, and thereafter to London, with the 
language becoming increasingly sharp and political.  
 
In 1929 the merchants of Aden, led by the likes of Kaikobad Cowasjee Dinshaw, 
Husseinbhoy Lalji and Sir Ibrahim Rahimtoola, declared that such a transfer would be 
inadvisable, because “The chief trading community of Aden comes from the Bombay 
Presidency and their inconveniences and wants can be fully appreciated only by the 
representatives of the Bombay Presidency and not so well by members of the Imperial 
government.”352  The Bombay Government, anticipating a tough resistance, suggested that 
the best way to convert Aden’s status to a Chief Commissionership under the Government 
of India, may be to make it a “part of the constitutional and territorial changes arising out of 
the Simon Commission report” since “as part of a bigger change it might go through with 
less trouble than if now proposed alone.”353 The Government of India tried two main 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
352 Letter and memorial from Kaikobad Cowasjee Dinshaw to J. R. Martin, Bombay. 27th February 1929, File 
5997-1 Administration of Aden: proposed transfer of to the Government of India. IOR/R/20/E/309 : Sep 
1928-Oct 1931.  
353 D.o from Government of Bombay to Government of India, 28 March 1929. Ibid. 
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arguments to make the transfer palatable- that it would bring Bombay financial relief to be 
rid of Aden, and that this was not a prelude to the transfer of Aden to the Colonial Office- 
neither of which fooled the mercantile community of Bombay. In 1931 letters and 
memorandums started pouring in, making the political vision of the Bombay-Aden 
merchants progressively clearer. On 22nd August 1931 the Indian Merchants’ Chamber 
wrote: 
It is very likely that Bombay, in common with other Provinces, will be soon in 
enjoyment of complete Provincial autonomy, and when that time comes the people of 
Aden expect that they will derive much benefit regarding their education, medical service 
and the Police, if Aden is continued to develop on her lines under the Government of 
Bombay as a part of the Bombay Presidency with whom she has got cultural, trade and 
industrial relations on a very large extent.354  
 
On 29th August 1931 Framroze Dinshaw represented the same argument about the benefit 
of provincial autonomy to Aden, to the Government of Bombay, adding that “we do not 
like to be in the same position as one of the non-regulation Provinces like the N. W. 
Frontier or Baluchistan.”355 The fear of being relegated to the status of a frontier territory 
with minimum rights and maximum colonial control had been raised as early as March 1930, 
when J.K. Mehta, the Secretary of the Indian Chamber of Commerce explained that under 
the Central Government Aden “will positively be considered and treated as a non-regulation 
province or even worse like the N.W.F. Province or Baluchistan where the people have 
practically no rights and privileges of their own and where the administration is practically all 
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military.”356 He also added that he feared the new government of Aden would impose 
restrictions on the trade of Indians with Arabs of the hinterland, and treat with severity 
those businessmen who might “take part in any political and/or economic agitation in this 
country.” With the impending prospect of provincial autonomy in India held up by the 
Simon Commission’s report, the language of the rights of “the people” and representation 
became increasingly a part of the debate about the political belonging of Aden.  
 
Another petition signed by several hundred “residents of Aden” in September 1931 
underscored the expected benefits to Aden from autonomous government in Bombay in 
great detail- better educational, medical and police arrangements, “a sound and efficient 
Municipal administration and a Municipal Body constituted like the big Municipalities of the 
Bombay Presidency,” which would be possible only under an elected minister from Aden.357 
This memorandum to the Viceroy laid out in detail for the first time the political future the 
merchants imagined for Aden as a part of the Indian nation, including political 
representation at the provincial and national levels: 
The constitution of future India is in the making, and we cherish hopes that as a result of 
the second Round Table Conference and the united efforts and cooperation of the 
Imperial Government, the Government of India and the accredited leaders of the Indian 
people, India will be enjoying soon a constitution which will be analogous to the one 
which is being enjoyed by the free British Dominions. Aden has upto now been left out 
of any active share in the political life of this country, and has also suffered from not 
having any voice in the Legislatures, whether Central or Provincial. We therefore, beg to 
request that, looking to the claims, both political and commercial, of Aden, as also its 
population which is more than 50,000, it may be given the right of sending two 
representatives to the Bombay Legislative Council and one representative to the future 
Federal Parliament.  
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From the emphasis laid on imperial citizenship and equality in 1921, the merchants’ language 
of laying claim to Aden in 1931 had changed to one of national belonging, rights and 
representation.  
 
While the merchants through their petitions, letters, questions in the Legislative Council and 
Council of State, and deputations to the Viceroy continued to employ this formal language, 
the nationalist media was less hesitant to be acerbic. The Jame Jamshed of 2nd November 1931, 
for example, made a lengthy case for the importance of “public sentiment,” insisting that the 
Aden transfer was not only “unsound in principle” but also “detrimental to public 
welfare.”358 It chose to emphasize that there was no need for this transfer simply because 
“The people have never asked for a change in authorities.” The matter of Bombay’s 
suffering revenues was simply a “bogey” that the Bombay Government had “unearthed [as] 
a grievance” in order to then present a remedy. And that in fact the “The bogey is no bogey 
and the remedy is no remedy.” The Jame Jamshed’s repeated emphasis on the will of the 
people further made a political case for considering territory as made meaningful politically 
by “public sentiment”, “welfare” and “interest”: 
Protests such as these have made it abundantly clear that the policy of lopping off parts 
of a Province on light considerations is looked upon with disfavor; and that annexation 
of territorial areas is not to proceed on mere assumption that it affects only the rocks 
and soil of the territory sought to be alienated and not the welfare of human beings. 
Public sentiments and associations, public institutions, public welfare and economic 
interests have to be given due weight.  
 
What had been in the merchant petitions primarily a depiction of Indian mercantile 
contribution to and interests in Aden, leaning on an argument about mutual benefits to 
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Adenese Arabs, Somalis and Jews, became more explicitly in the Indian nationalist press a 
question of the rights of an unified Adenese “public” to self government and economic 
progress. The Jame Jamshed of the next day made this claim even more explicit by stating 
“that the economic well being of the Hinterland tribes points in the same direction as that of 
the Indian merchants.”359 Asserting that the “desire of Aden to develop commercially, 
economically, civilly and politically” could only be fulfilled if it remained a part of the 
Bombay Presidency, it explained that “Subjects such as medical relief, self-government, 
education etc. will receive the attention and care which their importance warrants only when 
they are placed in charge of popular ministers amenable to the vote of a legislature.” It was 
the relentless campaigning of the Bombay-Aden merchants that had served to bring Aden 
within the wider discourse of Indian nationalist demands for popular representation. And 
the language of laying claim to Aden tried to toe the line between Aden’s right to self-
government and India and Bombay’s right to retain Aden.  
 
Other newspapers like Satya Mitra and Kaiser-i-Hind continued to reiterate the Jame Jamshed’s 
views with varying degrees of aggression. Realizing eventually that securing Indian support 
on this matter would not be possible, the colonial administration finally authorized the 
transfer of Aden to Delhi’s control in 1931, on the back of deliberately obscure and false 
reassurances that Aden would remain a part of India’s political map, and not be transferred 
to the Colonial Office. In secret government correspondence the Resident of Aden 
communicated to the Government of India his counter vision of Aden’s political future as a 
pro-British, “distinctively Arabic” port that would “serve commercial as well as Imperial 
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interests.”360 His plan for achieving this was to stimulate “local and native industries” and 
effect “a judicious increase in the resident Arab population.” The foil to an “Indianized” 
Aden could only be an Arabized one, in colonial imagination. Where Bombay merchants 
claimed that the relations between Indians, Arabs, Jews and Somalis in Aden were “cordial” 
and the “Bombay connection” beneficial to all, the British Resident claimed that the Arabs 
of Aden had “little sympathy with Indians” and were as “pro-British as any oriental 
population” he had met.  
 
In this battle of competing claims over the rightful belonging of Aden, the language of a 
deeply racialized imperialism faced that of an expansionary economic nationalism, the 
relationship between space and people being configured by the interests of capital in both 
cases. In 1933, as the debates over transferring Aden to the Colonial Office continued in the 
Council of State, Sardar Saheb Sir Suleman Cassum Haji stated this interest quite plainly: “In 
these days when every Government is striving hard to capture markets for its produce and 
trade, it is a matter of regret that the Government of India should think of the transfer of 
Aden from India and thus put the Indian merchants to grave losses which may amount to 
crores of rupees.”361 While the geopolitical reorganization of Empire after World War I 
urgently posed the question of Aden’s belonging to a national or imperial unit, the 
mercantile resistance began by mobilizing at heart a discourse of their belonging to Aden 
simultaneously with Bombay city. The self-fashioning of these merchants as entrepreneurial 
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risk takers and philanthropic city-builders was crucially linked to this imperial geography- it 
rested on their claims to be builders of Aden into a thriving port from a mere, barren “rock”.  
 
As the Honorary Secretary of the Zoroastrian Association wrote to its Vice President Sir 
Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw in 1931, “your goodself, being now an Akabar of the Parsi 
Panchayat, bids fair to be, to both Bombay and Aden, in matters of benevolence and charity, 
what your good father of blessed memory was to the latter place alone.” It is unsurprising 
that to him a book about the Dinshaws’ family history was “replete with more information 
in certain instances regarding Aden, than other books even like the Aheval-e-Aden.” In the 
self-fashioning of the Dinshaws and other Bombay-Aden merchants, Aden was as central to 
their image as merchants and philanthropists as their capital was to the making of Aden. It 
was thus that the Cowasjee Dinshaws became the Adenwalas of Bombay, commemorated as 
“maker(s) of modern Aden” and “patriotic philanthropic and respected citizen(s) of Aden 
and Bombay” even after Indian independence.  
 
Bombay Merchants and the Madarvatan  of Iran 
The colonial and the national state spaces however were not the only geographies to which 
overseas merchants from Bombay attached sentiment and capital. Aden itself was made 
familiar to people of Bombay and western India not by relations of capital alone. As multiple 
colonial correspondences showed, the British were keenly aware of the sacral importance of 
Ottoman or British Iraq to Indian Muslims, and Aden was a well traversed stop on this 
pilgrimage route. The other group from the subcontinent with a significant presence in Aden 
was that of Indian soldiers. The conception of spatial belonging among troops was 
conceivably different from that of merchants, and worth serious investigation. For a glimpse 
	   216	  
of one such different claim of belonging to Aden one may observe the words of Major 
Nawab Sir Mahomed Akbar Khan, who served in Aden for 11 months in 1918. Major Khan 
was one of the Indians to support the Government of India’s proposal to transfer Aden to 
the Colonial Office in the Council of State debates in 1933- his claim of belonging to the 
Aden Protectorate was not dependent on claims of nationhood. Rather he was concerned 
that Afghans or Pathans in particular should retain the right of free entry and settlement in 
Aden, as well as Palestine and Mesopotamia. Arguing that Afghans were ethnically related to 
Adenese Arabs of the Abdali tribe he ventured that in going to Aden “an Afghan will not be 
going to a stranger’s land but will be going to the country of his kinsmen, i.e., the land of the 
old Israelites who before their conversion to Islam were one and the same people and had a 
common ancestor in King Saul or Malak Talut.”362 
 
Just as there existed multiple ways- imperial and otherwise- in which Aden was conceived of 
as commensurate with an idea of a federated India (though only the merchants made a 
proposal to include Aden formally within India), so did the Bombay-Aden merchants 
simultaneously invest in other non imperial geographies. This remaining section of this 
chapter considers the case of the Adenwallas and their role as leaders of the Parsi 
community in Bombay as well as Zoroastrians in Iran. However, there is certain to have 
been other geographies of belonging with currency amongst the other merchants active in 
the protest- Bohra, Khoja and Baniya- within and outside the Indian subcontinent.  
Understanding the simultaneous coexistence of multiple geographies of belonging amongst 
these patriotic merchants is crucial to understanding their self-fashioning as profit makers, 
philanthropists and community leaders.  
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Cowasjee Dinshaw Adenwalla (1829-1900) first arrived in Aden as an assistant in a Parsi firm 
in 1845, and went on to build his own business, Cowasjee Dinshaw and Bros, at Steamer 
Point. By the time he died in 1900 he was popularly known as the Merchant Prince of Aden, 
known for his business success, loyalty to British Empire, and philanthropic activities. His 
palatial building became a part of the map of Aden Harbour, reproduced even in the 
information booklets given to P&O Steam Company passengers. Besides his business as 
naval and trading agent for European and Indian firms in Aden and Zanzibar, he also served 
as the Consul for Spain and Portugal, and gave money for various developmental projects in 
Aden. A history booklet produced by Marzban Jamshedji Giara titled A Brief History of the 
Adenwalla Agiaries names Cowasjee’s contributions to Aden as building water distillation 
plants, an ice factory, charitable dispensaries and libraries, a floating dock, two dar-e-mehers 
(Zoroastrian fire temples) and a dokhma (Tower of Silence), besides aiding the British 
campaign in Abyssinia in 1867 and welcoming the Prince of Wales in Aden in 1867 on  
 
Figure 8 
Map of Aden Harbour, P&O Steam Company passenger booklet (undated), Adenwalla family papers 
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behalf of the businessmen of Aden. The foreword of the book describes Seth Cowasjee 
Dinshaw as “a philanthropic and devout businessman…one of the adventurous Parsi sethias 
who amassed wealth and who helped his poor co-religionists.”363 
 
His son, Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw, who was a notable protagonist in the diplomatic 
battles with the colonial governments between 1921 and 1939, built vastly upon his father’s 
reputation, for which he was rewarded in 1918 with an Order of the British Empire and in 
1922 with knighthood. Besides expanding the family business as senior partner in his father’s 
firm (“Merchants, Naval Agents, Shipping Agents and Ship Owners”), his official positions 
included Consul for Portugal and Austria, Vice Consul for Spain (1891), Trustee of the Port 
of Aden (since 1891), member of the Aden Port Commission (1901), and “head of the 
Parsee community of Aden since 1900.”364 In 1931 he was elected a Trustee of the Bombay 
Parsi Panchayat, and Giara’s book describes him as “a captain of industry, a director of 
several mills and a philanthropist” who was also a “staunch Parsi Zarathusti [with] firm faith 
in our religion, its traditions and customs.” The book commends him not only for his large 
charitable contributions to the cities of Aden and Bombay, but also describes him as a man 
of “simple… dress and lifestyle” who visited Iran in 1925 and “gave large sums of money in 
charity.”365 
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364 Proof for entry on Sir Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw in the 1929 edition of Who’s Who published from 
London. AFP, Mumbai.  





News clipping (paper name unidentifiable) about Sir Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw, February 1931, Adenwalla 
family papers 
 
The Adenwallas therefore consciously claimed their identity as leaders of both the mercantile 
community in Aden and the Parsi community- first in Aden, later in Bombay- and eventually 
as guides and benefactors for the Zoroastrians of Iran as well. Giara’s book, published by 
Hormusjee’s descendants, shows the family’s investment in reproducing their history as 
makers of a Zoroastrian geography, consecrating and maintaining the holy fire at Aden, 
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Zanzibar and Bombay, and donating generously for the public welfare of Zoroastrians in all 
these places. Well into the 1960s the Dinshaw family was receiving letters from Parsi 
Zoroastrian Anjumans in Zanzibar and Karachi, with requests for visits, opinions and 
donations. This modern Zoroastrian geography, made possible by the advance of a colonial 
empire and the particular growth of Parsi industrialists within it, was then sought to be 
connected by Hormusjee Cowasjee to the ancient “motherland” of Zoroastrians- Iran. While 
the Indian Ocean triangle of Bombay-Aden-Zanzibar was to be the present and future of 
Parsi capitalist enterprise and expansion, the glory of an ancient Zoroastrian past was sought 
to be reproduced in the land of Iran. 
 
In September 1922 a group of prominent Bombay Parsis founded the Iran League, and Sir 
Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw was elected its first President. The League was dedicated to  
reviving cultural ties and establishing commercial relationships between the Parsis of India 
and Zoroastrians in Iran. Monica Ringer has written about the reversal of the relationship 
between Iranian and Indian Zoroastrians in the course of the eighteenth century.366 Where 
Iran had formerly been imbued with a kind of religious authority as the land of the “original” 
Zoroastrians, towards the end of the eighteenth century this was reversed as more and more 
Indian Parsis, most notably Maneckji Hataria, started investing monetarily in religious and 
social reform of Zoroastrian life in Iran. By the time of the Iran League, the authority of 
leading Indian Parsis like Sir Hormusjee Cowasjee had been further established on the back 
of liberal donations. A 1936 issue of the League’s culture journal, the Iran League Quarterly, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




for example, sought to educate their “Iranian Zoroastrian brethren” about dokhme-nashini, “a 
scientific method of disposal of the dead among Zoroastrians.”367  
 
Hormusjee’s 1925 visit to Iran was entirely supported by the hospitality of local Zoroastrians 
and Muslim traders. The day-by-day report of his tour compiled upon his return indicates a 
remarkable degree of support and enthusiasm not only from the Zoroastrian community but 
also the broader mercantile community of Iran, and high officials of the Qajar Government 
(“Members of Parliament, editors of papers, Mahomedan merchants and Zoroastrian 
community called on us”368). Years later, in 1963, a letter to the Sultan of Zanzibar from the 
Parsi Anjuman in Zanzibar would emphasize this proximity to political power: “Cowasjee 
Dinshaw & Brothers of Aden, Zanzibar & Africa... have had cordial connections with the 
benign Sultans of Zanzibar and His Highness The Sultan’s most illustrious father for almost 
eight decades.”369 As with the Sultan in Zanzibar, the British Political Resident in Aden and 
the colonial government in Bombay, so with the Qajars in Iran the Dinshaws and the Iran 
League sought to cultivate friendly relations in order to guarantee the security and trade of 
Zoroastrians. The government in Iran and Muslim merchants in turn invited Indian Parsis to 
invest in trade with Iran, “the trend of the speeches [being] that the Mahomedans of Persia 
were anxious sincerely to welcome and receive back their Parsi brethren from India, on 
whom they relied to assist the Persian Empire to start industries and develop the country.”370 
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368 ‘The Report of Persia Regarding Sir Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw’s tour’, p. 10. AFP, Mumbai.  
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Sultan of Zanzibar, 19th June 1963. AFP, Mumbai.   
370 ‘The Report of Persia Regarding Sir Hormusjee Cowasjee Dinshaw’s tour’, p. 3. AFP, Mumbai.  
	   222	  
In Iran Hormusjee traveled to numerous cities, visited Zoroastrian landmarks such as 
Persepolis and the statue of King Shahpur, toured multiple Zoroastrian boys and girls 
schools, fire temples, mills and factories owned by Zoroastrians; he delivered speeches of 
thanks, and promised money to various causes. Donations were promised to schools, 
orphanages, Avesta classes, fire temples, Anjuman funds, and subscriptions made for starting 
education funds for Zoroastrian children. In Isfahan a group of Muslim merchants even 
expressed a desire to start a bank with 60 lakh rupees as capital, “half to be subscribed by 
Persians and half by Parsis of India.”371 The entire report was suffused with the language of 
benevolence intended towards the Zoroastrians of Iran, and industrial development- both 
made possible by the Dinshaws’ success as merchant capitalists in the British Empire. In July 
1925 the group visited Reza Khan, the Qajar emperor, where Hormusjee, after thanking the 
emperor for all the “comfort and civility” afforded to them throughout the tour, said that 
“the Parsees of Bombay look upon Persia as their mother land and were anxious to be of 
service to Persia whenever opportunity offered.”372 
 
This construction of historical belonging of Bombay Parsis to Iran was far from a personal 
sentiment of Hormusjee or the Dinshaws. It was continuously reaffirmed and reproduced in 
Bombay amongst the wider Parsi community, through the cultural activities of bodies like 
the Iran League, Persian language classes and publications like the Quarterly and the Iran 
League Bulletin. Letters to Horsmujee from numerous other Parsis indicate the currency of 
this model of belonging amongst the Parsi community of twentieth century Bombay. The 
secretary of the Zoroastrian Association wrote to Hormusjee in 1931 that his father’s 
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“arduous and uphill career [had] more than proved that the loss of an Empire by the Parsis 
was only a matter of destiny, and that the Parsis of India [were] yet the worthy sons of those 
brave, virile, and tenacious Persians, before whom for centuries the whole civilized world 
used to tremble.”373 Before Hormusjee left for Iran in 1925, a Parsi cotton merchant of 
Bombay, Pherozeshah Sorabji Gazdar wrote to him wishing him luck on his journey to “our 
Madarvatan” (motherland) and requested him to “commend [his] attention towards forming 
a cotton & woolen mills in suitable parts of Persia” as in his opinion they were “the most 
suitable concerns from which we would derive happy results.” The past glory of ancient 
Zoroastrians of Iran and the industrial prospects of modern Bombay Parsis were stitched 
together in the self-fashioning of a community by the “acts of permanent good for the 
benefit of Zoroastrians of Hind & the Persians”374 of leading Parsi shetias like Hormusjee.  
 
When Hormusjee was knighted in 1922, letters of congratulation poured in for him, 
commending his role as a leader and “ornament” of the Parsi community of Bombay and 
also his work for other Indians and Zoroastrians in Iran. On the one hand were letters from 
fellow Parsis thanking him for his generosity and reaffirming the importance of the 
philanthropic Parsi shetia in the making of the community. One well-wisher wrote: 
By your quiet financial help to poor people & especially to poor in Gentile poverty you 
have proved yourself a real Parsee Shettia & an ornament to our small Parsi Community. 
I wish your motto “What the right hand giveth the left hand does not knoweth,” may be 
followed by other rich Parsis especially my beloved Late mother’s cousin Shettiji 
Merwanji Mancherji Cama… & my dear late father’s Masters, “the Petits.”375 
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On the other hand there were some letters from non-Parsis, including the staff of Dinshaw’s 
own firm, emphasizing Hormusjee’s “long and unostentatious services to the Crown and his 
Countrymen alike, both in Aden and in Bombay.”376 The letter of congratulations specified 
that at Aden Hormusjee had “strenuously and whole-heartedly identified [himself] with the 
interests of the Indian Community without distinction of race or religion, and in a truly 
catholic spirit, and no less with the interests of the British Empire.” Another such letter 
asserted that Hormusjee was the “recognised leader of the Indian and Arabic races at Aden” 
and that not just the Parsis but “other Indian races look[ed] up to [him] for guidance in their 
industrial advancement and political aspirations.”377  
 
The Parsi community of Bombay in the twentieth century was far from a unified, 
homogenous unit, and the Dinshaws were not its undisputed heroes. The role of religious 
and social reform in the making of nineteenth and twentieth century “modern” Parsi citizens 
has been well discussed in scholarship,378 and its concomitant strife left its mark on the 
Dinshaw legacy as well. Reformist Parsi papers like the Rast Rahbar later accused prominent 
Parsi publications like the Jame Jamshed of being the “organ of the orthodox,” while the 
Dinshaws and the Iran League invested themselves in proving the scientific nature of 
traditional Zoroastrian practices. However, the model of the philanthropic Parsi shettia 
continued to hold great power over the imaginations and lives of a great many twentieth 
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century Bombay Parsis, as well as non Parsis of Bombay and Aden. Between Bombay, Aden 
and Iran, the Adenwalas invested their sense of belonging in multiple geographies, colonial 
and otherwise, but all made possible by the fruits of their role as modern capitalists under a 
colonial regime.  
 
This chapter has discussed how the career of colonial capital and Empire shaped the 
changing relations between people and geographical space in the early twentieth century. On 
the one hand a community of Bombay merchants came together in Aden to vigorously 
invoke the claims of capital to assert their belonging to Aden as well as Aden’s belonging to 
the political unit of an anticipated autonomous Bombay province and a federated Indian 
nation. This discourse on belonging simultaneously enlisted concepts of self-determination 
and of Indian mercantile entitlement to lands they had invested capital in, spawned by the 
post War geopolitical restructuring of territory in the Middle East and East Africa. On the 
other hand, individual merchants could simultaneously imagine themselves as belonging to 
other social, cultural and religious communities and geographies beyond the economic 
sphere of the nation. These geo-spatial referents of belonging in turn were modern 
reimaginations of pre-colonial attachments to space, with capital accumulation empowering 
merchants like the Adenwallas of Bombay to inscribe their community’s presence into the 
space of the “motherland.” At the dawn of the 1930s in Bombay therefore, the economy 
was not yet the sole sphere of social relations- but all spheres, national and transnational, 








Everyone wanted to kill me because an Iranian Muslim (Iraniye musalmani) woman should not be allowed 
to act in a movie.379 
 
 
In 1970 Ruhangiz Saminezhad, the first Muslim Iranian woman to act in a Persian sound 
film spoke of her experience as an actress in Bombay to the documentary filmmaker and 
scholar Mohammad Tahminejad. Before her, Iranian filmmakers had usually cast Armenian 
women in their films, either unveiled or with minimal head covering, thus evading the moral 
controversies around the presence of Muslim women on screen.380 In 1932 the first Iranian 
sound film or “talkie” was released in Bombay, and exported to Iran in 1933. Saminezhad 
was cast as the protagonist of Dukhtar i Lor (The Lor Girl), opposite Abdulhussein Sepanta 
who was also one of the directors of the film. While Saminezhad had traveled to Bombay 
from Abadan in Iran as a young eighteen-year old woman accompanying her husband for a 
surgery, Sepanta had left Tehran disillusioned with the political present in the aftermath of 
Iran’s Constitutional Revolution and keen to learn about the ancient Persian past from 
Zoroastrian scholars in Bombay. The drastic difference in the experiences of these two 
expatriates- in Bombay, in the world of cinema, and after return to Iran- reveals that 
communities were also, like states, agents of regulating mobility and boundaries.  
 
It was in Bombay that Abdulhussein Shirazi became known as Sepanta (an adopted name 
meaning “seh pandar” or “three thoughts”, symbolizing a tenet of the Zoroastrian  
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Figure 10 
Ruhangiz Saminezhad in 1970, looking at her own image on the film poster of Dukhtar- i  Lor from 1932. Still from 
Tahminejad’s film Iranian Cinema,  f rom the  Const i tu t ion to  Sepanta . 
 
religion)381, the director of the first five Iranian talkies, and Ruhangiz Saminezhad became 
both famous and notorious as Golnar, the girl from Lor and the first Muslim Iranian woman 
to act in a film. While the popularity of The Lor Girl spurred Sepanta on to make four more 
Persian sound films between 1934 and 1937 in Bombay, Saminezhad abandoned acting 
despite her phenomenal success on screen and lived the rest of her life in solitude and 
secrecy in Iran. The “girl from Lor”, both as a narrative device for Sepanta’s nationalistic 
paen to Pahlavi rule in Iran and as the charming actor with the Kermani accent who became 
wildly popular, was central to the inauguration of Sepanta’s career as well as the eclipsing of 
Saminezhad’s social life. The technology of sound recording and film-making that gave 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
381 Ibid., 232.  
	   228	  
Sepanta the power to give visual form to his critique of Qajar Iran and praise of Iran’s future 
in the hands of the Pahlavi regime, also brought the burden of communally unlicensed 
visibility to bear on Saminezhad which while it made her popular in cities like Tehran, 
harangued and harassed her in her home town Kerman as well as in Bombay.  
 
Sepanta, through his acquaintance with Ardeshir Irani, a Bombay native born of Zoroastrian 
parents from Iran and founder of the Imperial Film Company, was able to address his 
dissatisfactions with and ambitions for Iran through the creative lens of cinema, mythology 
and music. Bombay became for Sepanta a site which offered the networks, resources and 
freedom to visualize his imagination of a glorious ancient Iranian past and visions for its 
future as a modern nation, as well as the means to export this vision for communication to 
audiences in Iran. In The Lor Girl which was also tellingly called Yesterday’s Iran and Today’s 
Iran, the figure of the “girl from Lor” became the site for marking the story of Iran’s 
progress from the backwardness of Qajar Iran to the liberation brought by Reza Shah 
Pahlavi, as Sepanta perceived it. The opening caption of the film sets the stage for this 
narrative of progress: “Before the auspicious era of the Pahlavi, when the south and west of 
the country were under the influence of various tribes, in the Khuzestan region, in a café.”382  
 
Golnar, the “Lor Girl” is kidnapped by Qoli Khan, a tribal lord from Lor, and kept in a life 
of servitude as a dancing girl in a café for caravans. She falls in love with Jafar (Sepanta) an 
undercover government agent sent to quell the menace of the tribes who later saves her 
from an Arab man trying to sexually abuse her. Golnar repays the debt by saving Jafar more 
than once from the clutches of Qoli Khan, and the final victory is secured by them together, 
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ending in the death of the tribal chief and interestingly, with the loving couple sailing in a 
boat to Bombay. After years of exile the couple return to Iran and the movie ends with a 
now unveiled Golnar playing on the piano in her parents’ house, under a portrait of Reza 
Shah. While she plays, Jafar attired in a Pahlavi era outfit sings a patriotic ode to the new 
ruler. In Sepanta’s narrative Golnar’s rescue from the exploitation of the café under tribal 
tyranny and her return to the safety and respectability of her parental home symbolized the 
end of Qajar oppression and Iran’s turn to modernity and progress under the guiding hand 
of Reza Shah Pahlavi’s rule. His narrative secures therefore both the place of the Iranian 
woman as the symbol for the nation’s oppression and liberation and that of Bombay as the 
refuge of the Iranian exile.  
 
Saminezhad however, as the woman who played Golnar, had no such glorious return to her 
parental home, nor a comfortable or uneventful life in Bombay. She described being 
harassed in Bombay by members of the community of Iranis- “a handful of people from 
Yazd and Kerman who had not gotten anywhere in life”383- who would throw glass bottles at 
her. She described being accompanied everywhere by bodyguards so as to keep herself safe 
from assault, and covering her face to keep from being recognized. In her hometown 
Kerman her extended family were plagued by complaints about her choice to act in a film, 
pressuring her to stop doing so, and driving her into seclusion when she returned: 
Back in Iran my mother and sister and all my relatives were under a lot of pressure. God 
is my witness. To a cousin who went to school, this one said, “Your cousin is acting in a 
movie.” That one said, “Your sister is acting”. This one said, “She’s an artist!”, someone 
else said “She is this way”, someone said “She is that way”. And they put pressure on 
me, my uncles, my mother, my father, they all said that I shouldn’t act anymore… When 
I was in Kerman I had to go from one hole to another. I had to hide so that people 
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wouldn’t know who I was and what I had done. Even today my cousins tell me that we 
all suffered from your actions. In school they would bully us.384  
 
 
The visibility on screen that catapulted Saminezhad into fame in Bombay, Tehran and 
Abadan was thus also at the crux of what drove her “from one hole to another” in Kerman. 
The position within the imagined community of the nation scripted for the modern Iranian 
woman by Sepanta from his exilic and utopian viewpoint in Bombay thus clashed with the 
place for women prescribed by Saminezhad’s local community in Kerman and by Kermanis 
in Bombay. Plagued lifelong by this trauma, Saminezhad never returned to acting despite 
several offers in both Iran and India. She remained in seclusion even in the 1970s, claiming 
that little had changed and even women’s journals like Zan-i Ruz (Women of Today) that 
wrote about her cared more about their own narratives than about doing any research or 
asking her questions. Sepanta, in the meantime, though disappointed by the critical nature of 
some of the reviews, blamed it on professional rivalry and thrived on the overall success of 
his first film. He went on to direct and act in four more Persian films in Bombay and 
Calcutta opposite Fakhrozzaman Jabbarvaziri, who came to Bombay from Tehran expressly 
to act.  
 
Neither Saminezhad’s experience in Bombay as in Kerman of being driven to seclusion into 
spaces designated for her by her community, nor Sepanta’s experience of Bombay as a place 
of freedom and opportunity for imagining an ideal national homeland are isolated cases. Like 
Sepanta many other male exiles and artists from Iran spent years in Bombay writing for and 
about Iran. Among the most notable examples is Sadegh Hedayat who finished writing and 
distributed Buf-i Kur (The Blind Owl)- one of the first major modernist Persian novels- while 
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in Bombay. Hedayat sailed to Bombay in 1936 at the invitation of his friend Shin Partow 
who was then the Persian Vice Consul in Bombay.385 Earlier, in 1931 Hedayat along with 
Partow and Bozorg Alavi had written a collection of short stories called Aniran (the antonym 
of Iran, or “un-Iran”). These stories represented an effort by these artists to define “Iran” by 
turning to its ancient past and fashioning its historical “others”. Disillusioned and distraught 
in Iran Hedayat too went to Bombay in 1936, initially to review the script for a Persian 
movie, where much like Sepanta, he used this opportunity to engage in studies of Middle 
Persian with Parsi scholars like Baharamgore Anklesaria. For the male artist from Iran 
therefore, seeking to imagine a modern Iranian nation, Bombay offered both the 
technological tools to forge the modern (film production, sound recording, publishing) and 
the intellectual reserves to reconstruct the ancient Zoroastrian past (Parsi scholars with 
knowledge of Middle Persian, Zoroastrian history and mythology).  
 
For the female itinerant artist from Iran on the other hand as for women in general, 
Bombay’s technology was far from straightforwardly liberating. Precisely because of the 
opportunity it offered to women to surpass the limits of movement and visibility prescribed 
for them by the guardians of their respective communities, film became a field of 
contestation in 1930s Bombay society at the same moment that it became a sensation. While 
the sheer popularity of cinema and the profits of film companies continued to push the 
demand for women to act in films, the vocal concern of various communities over the 
public appearance of “their” women made clear the liminal position of women within 
communities. In 1931 for example, a section of the Bohra community in Bombay mounted a 
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strong picket in protest of Bohra women attending a film screening of Shirin Farhad, a 
musical rendition of the famous romance from the Persian epic, the Shahnameh. Shirin Farhad 
followed closely after Alam Ara, which was the first sound film to be made in Bombay (also 
by Ardeshir Irani of the Imperial Film Company, who directed Dukhtar-i Lor with Sepanta). 
Given the popularity of the film Wellington Talkies at Dhobi Talao advertised a special 
screening for women who had to observe the pardah, thereby rousing the ire of an orthodox 
section of the community who considered women attending the cinema a sin.  
 
The Times of India narrated a standoff between a 200 member-strong picket by members of 
the Dawoodi Bohra Volunteer Corps and other Bohra organizations outside the theatre and 
Bohra women who entered the theatre in violation of the picket. With a thousand or so 
Bohras looking on as audience, these volunteers proceeded to examine every approaching 
car and carriage to determine if they contained Bohra women. “Whenever any Bohra woman 
arrived and insisted on going in cries of “Shame” were raised and there was a good deal of 
hissing and shouting. The horse of a victoria, containing Bohra women was led by the bridle 
away from the theatre, but the women in spite of the picketers walked back to the 
theatre.”386 Despite damaged cars, rerouted carriages and violent public shaming about thirty 
Bohra women made their way into the theatre, further enraging the volunteers. The latter 
made various demands of the management and police, including that no further tickets be 
sold to Bohra women and all those who had made their way into the theatre be removed, 
which the management refused. As a final concession to defuse a riot-prone situation the 
volunteers were allowed to send in five Bohra female volunteers into the theatre to identify 
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the “erring” Bohra women so that action may be taken against them later. For a few minutes 
in that theatre hall the lights were turned on and the normally anonymous audience became 
the spectacle- all at the behest of a “community” and its claimed right to circumscribe the 
movements and visibility of the women it claimed as its own.  
 
Women resisted and succumbed to pressures such as these by various means and degrees, 
and the arrival of film technology certainly widened the scope of such contestations. In the 
case of the Bohra picket, for example, Bohra college-going students gathered to pass a 
resolution condemning the picketing, and demanding that the “Mullaji Saheb387 … prevent 
the recurrence of such an event which was done under his authority and sanction and 
thereby save the community and himself from being the laughing stock of the Islamic 
world.”388  
 
For a similar case of community outrage amongst Parsis in 1935, the dictum that Parsi 
women should not act in films was not unilaterally accepted by all across the community. 
While many Parsis, men and women argued that there was nothing amiss for women to act 
in films, at a largely attended meeting convened by the Parsi Federal Council resolutions 
were passed demanding that Parsi directors not cast Parsi women in their films and that any 
such films be boycotted. Hormusji Adenwalla- who readers may remember as the leader of 
the battle for Aden and member of the Parsi Panchayat- addressed the meeting saying that 
the two Parsi women who had been “lured” to act in Jawani ki Hawa did not realize their 
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“grave responsibility” to uphold the exemplary reputation of the community by virtue of 
their “modesty and chastity”:  
 Ever since the Parsis settled down in India after leaving Iran some 1,300 years ago, 
the community had all along stood aloof from all temptations, maintaining its reputation. 
Parsi women who had so far well preserved their modesty and chastity, a great asset to the 
community, were to be congratulated.389  
 
 
Among the several resolutions passed at the meeting one stated that “such a display [was] 
entirely and designedly subversive of the communal constitution declared by the community at 
the all-Parsi Anjuman meeting of July 1933.” The unlicensed movement of women into 
publicly visible spaces such as the film screen (or even the film theatre) was not only 
threatening to the morality of the “errant” individuals, therefore. It endangered the very 
constitution of the community that rested upon the disciplining of the women who it claimed 




Women were to the definition of the “community” therefore as itinerants were to the 
definition of the “nation”. The borders of both collective units were defined by fixing the 
appropriate spaces of belonging for women and itinerants and circumscribing their 
movements. In other words the collective self styled around the idea of the nation or the 
community gained coherence by producing a section of its members as different and liminal 
(as itinerant in contrast to a sedentary norm, or as a heterosexual woman defined by 
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association with a heterosexual male subject) and policing their behaviour and mobility. This 
observation can be parsed into two conclusions about the nature of community in 
nineteenth and twentieth century Bombay.  
 
First, time and space (in the territorial sense) were not the only terrain over which imagined 
communities could lay down rigid borders, as Sudipta Kaviraj outlined when explaining the 
“fuzziness” of precolonial communities in South Asia.391 Communities- certainly in the 
period of my study- also enacted boundaries of collective belonging over the bodies, 
movement and visibility of women, which were then communally policed. B. R. Ambedkar, 
in advocating for intercaste marriage as a way of annihilating caste in Hindu society 
recognized how the regulation of female sexuality was central to the reproduction of caste 
itself. Anupama Rao writes at length not only about this constitutive relationship between 
caste and regulation of sexuality, but also about violence against women’s bodies as a routine 
and intimate means of inflicting caste humiliation.392 The lower caste woman’s body served 
as a site for the infliction of punishment for Dalits who frisked with the borders of the 
symbolic and physical spaces allotted to them by upper caste Hindu society. While the 
specific structure of caste violence produced the woman’s body and sexuality as a particularly 
vulnerable subject, the bodies of women and the limits imposed on their visibility and 
movement were central to the constitution of communities in general.  
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Studying the formation of communities amongst itinerant people with this notion of 
boundaries in mind significantly alters how we conceive of both itinerancy and community. 
Itinerant communities of this study that appear more open or “fuzzy” in contrast to 
communities or jatis defined by birth, such as Sidis or Iranis (communities formed by 
accretion or arrivals in stages) or the merchant community in Aden (a community formed in 
context out of professional solidarities and comprising people of various religious 
affiliations), would perhaps appear quite rigidly bounded and impermeable when examined 
through the lens of gender. How fuzzy or flexible did the limits of “community” appear to 
Ruhangiz Saminezhad or the two Parsi women who decided to act in Jawani ki Hawa?  
 
Second, it could be said that social structures like the community and the nation are 
premised upon the production of a subcategory of their members (women or itinerants, 
respectively) as “boundary-markers” in some sense, and keeping these members “in place” is 
critical to reproducing the coherence of the whole. The structure does not rely simply 
therefore on identifying an external, different “other” to give coherence to its internal 
affinity, but on policing the appearance and movements in space of its internal boundary-
members. The community, when understood as bounded in this sense and as an agent of 
internal hierarchies and policing, becomes incompatible with the rhetoric of community as 
tied by love and kinship. The narrative of community therefore, unless radically redefined 
and challenged from within by its boundary-members cannot become the “true category of 
universal history” as an alternative to the homogenizing sway of capital and the individual, as 
tantalizingly offered to us by Partha Chatterjee in 1993.393  
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In studying the formation of communities amongst itinerant people in a colonial city of 
constant arrivals and departures, I found the narratives of itinerant women conspicuous by 
their absence. The archival lacuna was certainly not due to a historical absence of female 
migrants and itinerants in the city. Women appeared as first enslaved then “liberated” 
Africans in the missionary archives, where their futures were determined by missionary 
caretakers who married them to “Bombay Africans” about to be sent off to East Africa as 
preachers. They appeared as widows of port workers and pearl divers appealing for benefits 
in the Mumbai Port Trust archives; as wives in the hospital mourning over dying Sidis 
injured in the 1874 riots; as “fairies” and “living idols” with “brows as bright as the moon” 
in the traveller’s narrative of Vaqar al-Mulk; as wives and daughters in family portraits in the 
Adenwalla archives, as women in traveling groups of Iranis listed in police records with 
single names followed by the names of their husbands; and as wives and mothers named in 
the naturalization applications of Irani men in Bombay. The presence of the itinerant woman 
is thus subsumed both in the history and the archives of this period (1839-1937) by the 
narrative of the community.  
 
The Child Marriage Restraint Act or Sarda Act of 1929 signaled a brief period when the 
success of a new politics of women’s associations rescued the question of women’s rights 
from the grip of the community, before being subsumed again by the imperatives of the 
nation in formation.394 This development in the political relation between women, society 
and the state coincided with the cultural efflorescence of the 1930s inaugurated by the 
sensational arrival of cinema in Bombay. New sound recording and filmmaking technologies 
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along with their utopian possibilities395 offered women in particular, both itinerant and 
otherwise, a new means to contest the borders of movement prescribed for them by the 
community. At the same time it also offered a new medium for male directors and 
scriptwriters to depict their visions of community and nation through gendered characters 
and narratives. The technological revolution that closes the period of my study therefore 
created a new terrain for visualizing and contesting visions of “tradition” and “modernity” 
and the place of gendered relations within them.  
 
1937 signified the political and territorial isolation of British India from all surrounding 
British possessions- from Burma in the eastern Indian Ocean to Aden in the west. While the 
historical connection with the latter has faded from the nation’s political memory, that with 
Myanmar (colonial Burma) continues to bleed as Rohingyas flee Rakhine persecution and 
into Indian state territory, only to be brutally sent back. The coherence of the Indian nation 
today depends not only on the constant discursive production of the external other (the 
Pakistani terrorist, Bangladeshi migrant, and the refugee) but also the violent policing of its 
own boundary-members (Kashmiris, Muslims, Dalits, North Eastern separatists). People’s 
relationship with space and place in the ideology of contemporary South Asian nationalism is 
singular and defined through a narrative of origins at birth. This is the principal myth that a 
history of Bombay as a port city of itinerants denaturalizes. Collective belonging amongst 
itinerants appears as multiple, simultaneous and forgotten ways of relating to space and 
other humans, alike and different. But as a study of itinerancy deconstructs the borders of 
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the nation-state, so is the notion of community itself left troubled by a study of gendered 
experiences of itinerancy: Is community an essentially patriarchal concept of a collective self 
or have there been (can there be?) alternative, non-coercive visions of community? If 
community speaks the rhetoric of belonging and kinship but depends on the policing of 
“errant” movements by its own boundary-members to retain its coherence, all the while 
adapting to the reign of capital, what should the social unit at the heart of building a new 
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